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Abstract 
It is of ongoing concern that disability continues to be connected with disadvantage and that 
children with disability are less likely to experience an optimal school life than those without. It is 
widely believed that an inclusive approach will address inequities in the schooling system, and 
many governments have adopted this philosophy through the development of inclusive education 
policies. In spite of these policies, the good school life that inclusive education promises has 
remained elusive to many students, particularly those with intellectual disability. Traditional 
practices such as segregation persist, and students with intellectual disability continue to experience 
educational exclusion in many forms; one example is the continued provision of separate special 
schools, unexpected given the widespread nature of inclusive education reform. The existence of 
segregated school settings within inclusive education systems has been explained in a number of 
ways. One explanation is that parents are divided in their school preferences when their children 
have a disability. A policy of choice is necessary, it has been argued, in order to provide parents 
with the options of both regular and special school enrolment. 
The literature is clear that parents are accorded significant authority regarding school 
enrolment for their children and that parental choice has been a driving force in both the 
preservation of the special school system and inclusive education reform. It is unlikely, however, 
that a parent’s decision regarding school enrolment is merely a simple preference for a regular or 
special school. Research indicates that parental decision-making in this regard is influenced by a 
number of factors other than individual preference, for example, professional opinion. Using 
parental choice as a justification for maintaining a segregated schooling system is a questionable 
argument without a deeper understanding of the decision-making process in which parents engage. 
The decision to transfer from a regular to a special school is a particularly potent illustration of the 
complex and ongoing nature of decision-making when children have an intellectual disability and 
offers scope for exploring the parental decision-making process.  
This thesis used a sequential, multi-phase, mixed-methods research design to investigate the 
parental decision to transfer a child from a regular to a special school. The aims of the study were to 
firstly explore parental perceptions of what constitutes an optimal school life and whether this is 
different when a child has an intellectual disability; and secondly to investigate the specific 
circumstances surrounding a parent’s decision to leave regular schooling. Three phases of data 
collection were undertaken: Focus group interviews were used to explore the views of 30 parents 
(of children with and without disability) regarding the features of an optimal school life, and the 
decision-making process regarding school enrolment; narrative research was then undertaken with 
one parent who had decided to transfer a child from a regular to a special school; and finally, survey 
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methodology was used to more widely investigate parental decisions to transfer to special school. 
The theoretical underpinning of this investigation was Social Role Valorization (Wolfensberger, 
1998) which focuses on the pivotal link between perceptions, social roles and access to the good 
things of life.  
My own experiences as a mother navigating her way through school choice for a child with 
intellectual disability have been woven through this thesis. This narrative thread serves both to 
make clear the personal stance which has inevitably influenced the research process, and to provide 
a unifying voice through the various stages of the investigation. Findings from each stage have been 
brought together in the final chapter of the thesis and considered in light of the overarching research 
question, that is, understanding parents’ decision to transfer their children to a special school. The 
conclusion is reached that parents connected an optimal school life with growth, connection, 
personhood, and wellbeing, and that these elements were not as readily available when a child had 
an intellectual disability. Parents’ hopes for what they saw as an optimal school life sometimes led 
them to transfer to a special school. So too, did the experiences of families in the regular school. 
Many parents indicated that disillusionment with their children’s mainstream enrolment was a 
critical reason for leaving regular schooling. Children’s learning was an especially crucial factor in 
decision-making; barriers to learning (e.g., inadequate specialist support, work that was too hard) 
were influential in the decision to transfer, and were closely linked to wellbeing and to school 
culture. Many parents indicated that they and their children were stressed in the regular school, and 
that children were excluded, unwelcome, unhappy, had no friends, and were not feeling successful. 
Additionally, overall results confirmed that the parental decision-making process was more 
complex when children had an intellectual disability, and was made even more complicated by the 
power imbalance in the parent/educator relationship. Nearly two-thirds of survey respondents 
indicated that someone in authority had told them it was best to leave the regular school, and both 
overt and subtle pressure from educators regarding school enrolment decisions were themes in the 
narrative and focus group findings.  It was clear that parents were keen to take responsibility for 
their enrolment decision, but could be undermined in the decision-making process by professional 
opinion. Finally, a Social Role Valorization framework was used in the closing discussion to 
explore the findings more deeply. The use of this framework provided important insights into the 
impact of a child’s intellectual disability on parental decision-making, illuminating the unconscious 
devaluation and wounding that still occur despite inclusive reform, and the connection between 
devaluation, wounding, parents’ mindsets, parental hopes for their children, and decisions to 
transfer to a special school setting.     
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Chapter 1 
Introduction 
 
Setting the Scene – The Personal Context of this Thesis 
It is 2009. I am sitting in a meeting room at my son’s high school. It is a room that I have 
been in many times before. I am very tense but act in an upbeat and friendly way. These 
people are good people; I know them well. We have been through many years together; first 
with my two daughters and for the past three years with Jack. I have a lot of respect for them, 
and know they are trying to do their best. I know they want to do the right thing but they are 
not sure what that is. They cannot imagine how Jack can participate in the courses that they 
offer in the senior years, and if they can’t imagine that, with a sinking heart I wonder how 
they can possibly work out how to make it happen. I am very aware that the Principal wants 
me to reconsider my position about Jack remaining in the school for Years 11 and 12. I look 
around the room and think that it takes a lot of people to wear one mother down. The whole 
leadership team is here; this must be the meeting which will change my mind.  
I think back to when my son, Jack (his real name), started school all those years ago; I 
knew then that he wouldn’t easily “fit in”. I knew he would resist the system and that the 
system would resist him; and that because of the ways schools operated it was likely that his 
intellectual disability would frustrate both him and his teachers. I knew this because I was a 
teacher myself and saw how much the profession relied on the acquiescence and “sameness” 
of students to function smoothly. I knew this because I was an active member of a parent 
advocacy group and had heard many parent stories of the challenge of inclusion. I had 
become knowledgeable about inclusive education and while I was convinced this was the way 
to educate my son, there was also much to suggest that it took a lot of hard work.   
Hard work I didn’t mind, particularly if it meant that Jack would be part of his family 
school and his neighbourhood community. I was willing to do what it would take because I 
believed then, and still do, that people are better together, and this meant everyone, not just 
Jack, and I knew that he would need to be in the community to have a better chance to learn 
about it. I was clear that if he were to ever be part of society, school was the place to start … 
not just for his sake but for ours too. How could we become more inclusive, if we didn’t have 
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opportunities to learn about what that meant and what it would take? I had felt that there was 
no choice but to jump in and see what would happen. 
I hoped, back when I started the schooling journey with Jack, that I would find teachers 
who would accept him, warts and all, and who were committed enough to the philosophy and 
vision of inclusive schooling to help create an environment in which Jack could fit. I hoped 
there would be people who would open up the space for him. I also believed, perhaps a little 
naively, that Jack’s presence would open up a space for teachers to learn as well; that he 
would be a pioneer and that children who followed after him would benefit from the 
difference his presence would make in the school. I believed that once teachers knew of the 
research and the philosophy (which, of course, I would enthusiastically share), they could not 
help but see the rightness of inclusion, and share my vision and passion for such a venture. 
How wrong I was in so many ways! 
Ten years later, in that meeting room, I am filled with the mixed memories of Jack’s 
time at school so far. It has been the best and worst of times, and I am trying to make some 
sense of it so that I can decide what to do in the final years to come. Inclusion feels heavy on 
my shoulders, a philosophy of what SHOULD be and a promise that has frustrated rather 
than delivered. I am drawn by the ambitions of inclusion and lifted by the vision of such a 
goal, but when one is NOT included authentically (as has been Jack’s experience for much of 
his schooling) then what is one to do? Words…dreams…hopes…they have naught to offer me 
as a parent than something to believe in and to yearn for. I am acutely aware that I cannot do 
this on my own; for Jack to be included I need teachers to believe in and yearn for inclusion 
too. Trying to “make” inclusive education work for my son has left me feeling tired, puzzled, 
and a little battle scarred.  
This is a time of serious consideration about what I want out of school life for Jack. 
Has the matter of what a good school life means for him changed since I had last had to think 
about this? When I had made my decision about the secondary school Jack would attend, I 
had deliberated the features of the school we were to eventually select; it had many positive 
qualities (that I later found out were characteristics of an effective inclusive school), for 
example, shared values and vision, distributed leadership, high expectations for learning, 
and a strong commitment to professional development (Hoppey & McLeskey, 2014). Three 
years on, I continue to believe the school has those qualities but what about Jack’s school life 
so far? A “good” institution does not necessarily equate to a good school life for students 
(Clark, Dyson, Millward, & Robson, 1999), and I have to think carefully about what will be 
best for Jack. His learning (and my own strong belief in his ability to learn) is foremost in my 
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thinking (alongside my intense frustration at the low expectations for learning that Jack has 
experienced in secondary school); but perhaps even more important to me at this final stage 
of his schooling life are the fragile relationships that have slowly blossomed, and the wide-
ranging and abundant opportunities that have exploded into Jack’s life on entry into his 
secondary years (camps, orchestras, kayaking, abseiling, social events, parties etc.).  
Jack is the primary consideration in my deliberations about schooling options, but his 
needs aren’t the only ones that I have to take into account. I find it impossible to separate my 
own feelings from the decision-making about Jack’s enrolment. Similar to what other parents 
have described (Children with Disability Australia [CDA], 2012), I long for his schooling to 
feel easier, and to not be constantly on call. I want to feel safe in handing over the matter of 
Jack’s education to someone else (as I had done with my daughters)—to knowledgeable, 
confident teachers whom I can trust to be on Jack’s side and to have faith in his ability to 
learn and to participate. I try to decide what is more important to me—the prospect of a more 
peaceful life (and, potentially, the more relaxed and knowledgeable teachers) that a special 
school might offer? Or the opportunities for connection, growth and continuity that I feel can 
only be achieved by persisting at the regular school? 
As I sit in the school meeting room and feel the wave of professional opinion about my 
son’s future wash over me, I try to weigh up these deliberations and decide what will be best 
for Jack’s remaining school years. I feel by my side the spectre of other parents I have met 
over the years who, like me, have also lived, or tried to live an inclusive life with their 
children with disability. I think about the stories they have told about similar meetings and 
their own decision-making, and feel deeply, my own experience now, the weight of the 
decision that I have to make. As I contemplate whether a special school could be an option 
for my son, I feel dismay that so many parents have to face this dilemma and frustration with 
the mantra of “parental choice”. I feel the dishonesty of a system that fails to offer an 
acceptable alternative to segregated schooling and then insists that segregated schooling is 
what parents want. I know that there are parents who do prefer special schools, and 
acknowledge and respect (and even, to a degree, understand) that choice, but cannot help 
feeling exasperated and discouraged on behalf of all those who preferred—at least initially—
a regular school enrolment. I realise that this is a potent moment in time—the moment 
parents decide to transfer their child from a regular to a special school. In that decision-
making there is the potential for important insights into families’ experiences of regular 
schooling and their hopes and dreams for their children, the things that drive them to make 
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the choices they do. That moment offers understandings that could be significant for inclusive 
education reform. 
In this way, the foundation for this research was laid and the backdrop to this thesis 
set. I have come to the study reported here with many years of living the experience of 
“inclusive education” and of sharing the lives of other parents who have done the same. 
There is a risk in bringing one’s own life into the research arena (Anastasiou & Kauffman, 
2011). However, there is also the potential that a researcher’s lived experience of the topic is 
a helpful addition to the research (Rix & Matthews, 2014), as other researcher-parents in the 
field of inclusive education have demonstrated (e.g., Alur & Timmons, 2009; Knight, 2013; 
Runswick-Cole, 2011). Inclusion is a value laden area for investigation, and it is inevitable 
that personal standpoints will colour both the way research is undertaken and the way 
meaning is made of the data (Allan & Slee, 2008). So that my presence can be clear 
throughout the following pages, and my position made transparent, my personal story will be 
woven throughout the thesis. Although it is not possible to set my thinking and experiences 
apart from the research—nor is it necessarily desirable to do so—when writing about my 
own life, I will use italics. It will be no secret that I have been, and remain, an advocate for 
inclusive education, and that this research has been conducted with the goal of contributing 
to inclusive reform. However, it is my hope that it will also be clear that the study was 
carried out in solidarity with other parents who, like me, have children with intellectual 
disability and have had to face decisions about special schooling. My agenda is not to 
provide support for the continuation of special schools, or to stand in judgment of parents 
who decide on special school enrolment, but always to more deeply understand what truly 
inclusive education will take, and to respect and validate the lived experiences of the families 
who must negotiate their way through the schooling system maze.  
Setting the Scene – The Broader Context of this Thesis 
The school lives of individual children with intellectual disability and their families unfold 
against a societal backdrop of legislation, policy, practice, and school culture. What parents 
might want for their children’s school lives, and the decisions they make, will be either 
enabled or constrained by the educational and cultural institutions that have an impact on 
individual choice (Brannen & Nilsen, 2005). It is important to understand the educational 
environment in which this research took place and the broader influences on parental 
decision-making. These issues are outlined in this section, with brief introductions to the 
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current educational context for students with intellectual disability (both broadly and locally), 
and the parental role in school enrolment decisions.    
Students with Intellectual Disability and Segregated Schooling  
An underlying and critical issue to this thesis is the persistent and widespread tendency to 
educate students with intellectual disability in separate special school settings (Smith, 2007). 
Special schools are a common educational response to student diversity (Boyle & Sharma, 
2015), especially intellectual diversity; however, the practice of segregation is contested 
(Ferri, 2015), and there is extensive evidence for the damage done by separate schooling. The 
arguments against segregation are discussed in more depth in Chapter Two, and highlight the 
urgency of understanding and progressing inclusive education.  
The Influence of Parents in Schooling Decisions  
Parents are generally accorded great authority in their children’s lives and, in an educational 
context, this authority extends to school enrolment decisions (Gasteiger-Klicpera, Klicpera, 
Gebhardt, & Schwab, 2013). The diversity in parental views regarding inclusive education 
has meant the continuation of both special (McMenamin, 2011) and regular schooling options 
(de Boer, Pijl, & Minnaert, 2010); the maintenance of special education systems has often 
been explained by the argument that such systems offer parents a choice (e.g., Forbes, 2007; 
Jenkinson, 1998). Investigating parental views is a complex, but essential task if we are to 
understand the persistence of segregation. Parents’ decision-making is a key feature of this 
research and will be introduced in more depth in Chapter Four. 
Education in Australia for Students with Intellectual Disability 
The parents represented in this study made their decisions within an educational context 
influenced by a number of legislative and policy guidelines, all of which have a position on 
the issue of segregation. On an international scale, Australia is signatory to the Convention on 
the Rights of Persons with Disabilities (CRPD) (United Nations, 2006), committing 
Australians to ensure that “persons with disabilities are not excluded from the general 
education system” (Article 24: 2a). Nationally, the Education Standards of the Disability 
Discrimination Act (Australian Government, 2005) direct schools to “make reasonable 
adjustments to ensure students with disability are able to participate in education on the same 
basis as students without disability”, and The Melbourne Declaration on Educational Goals 
for Young Australians (Ministerial Council on Education, Employment, Training and Youth 
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Affairs, 2008), which provides the foundation for all Australian school policies, promotes 
“equity and excellence” as a primary goal (p. 7). Grounded in the principle of equity, the 
Australian Curriculum, Assessment and Reporting Authority (ACARA) entitles children with 
intellectual disability to “rigorous, relevant and engaging learning opportunities drawn from 
the Australian Curriculum and set in age-equivalent learning contexts” (Australian 
Curriculum, Assessment and Reporting Authority [ACARA], 2016a).  
The rhetoric surrounding these declarations suggests widespread social support in 
Australia for ending the segregation of students with disability, including those with 
intellectual disability. The figures paint a different picture. The Australian Bureau of 
Statistics reported that, in 2009, there were 174,000 students with intellectual disability in 
Australia (Australian Bureau of Statistics, 2012). Twenty-six thousand six hundred of these 
were enrolled in special schools and a further 60,800 attended special classes (National 
Council on Intellectual Disability [NCID], 2013), meaning approximately one half of 
children with intellectual disability are educated in segregated settings. Ninety-two percent of 
students in special schools were students with intellectual disability (NCID), and in 2015, 
Anderson and Boyle reported that levels of segregation were on the increase. These figures 
highlight the tension between inclusive education rhetoric and educational practice, 
particularly for students with intellectual disability and their parents.  
Schooling for Queensland Students with Intellectual Disability 
In aiming to meet international and national requirements, the Queensland education system 
(the context in which this research took place), operates under the guidance of an inclusive 
education statement (Queensland Government, 2016c), and offers an array of support 
services designed to assist with the inclusion of students with intellectual disability. These 
consist of the provision of inclusion coaches, specialist teachers, teacher aides, and 
professionals such as therapists and nurses (Queensland Government, 2016a). Within its 
overarching framework of inclusive legislation and policy, the Queensland education system 
also aligns with common practice for students with intellectual disability and offers both a 
separate special schooling system and support in regular schools. A diagnosis of intellectual 
disability is a prerequisite for enrolment in Queensland special schools (Queensland 
Government, 2013b) and parents of children with intellectual disability can choose to enrol 
their children in a special school or to exercise their legislative right to a regular school 
enrolment. In 2015, of 10,189 Queensland students verified as having intellectual disability, 
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3,633 were educated in separate special schools (DET, personal communication, 30 April, 
2015).  
The inclination of Queensland policy-makers to preserve a special schooling system, 
and the association between intellectual disability and enrolment in a Queensland special 
school, illustrates the point made earlier in this chapter about the pervasiveness of segregation 
for students with this disability diagnosis. The dual system in Queensland persists in spite of 
international rulings, anti-discrimination legislation, and inclusive education policy and 
rhetoric; it is an important feature of the educational environment in which parental decision-
making, and this research, took place. 
Social Role Valorization (SRV) 
Although it is the subject of debate (see, for example, Anastasiou, Kauffman, & Di Nuovo, 
2015; Mock & Kauffman, 2005), inclusive education is currently favoured as a way of 
addressing the educational exclusion of children with disability (Graham & Jahnukainen, 
2011). Australia, like many other countries, has embraced inclusive education as a way 
forward for children with disability. Also similar to the situation in other countries, 
Australia’s inclusive legislation and policy have not been as effective in leading to an end to 
segregation as has been hoped (Urbis, 2015). In spite of the rhetoric of inclusive education, 
there have been challenges in its implementation (Forlin, Chambers, Loreman, Deppeler, & 
Sharma, 2013). Exclusion in various forms—including segregation in special schools—
continues to be an educational reality for some students (see, for example, Graham & 
Sweller, 2011).  
Social Role Valorization (SRV) theory provides a useful perspective for examining the 
current “inclusive education” approach to students with intellectual disability and its lack of 
success with ending segregation. Formulated by Wolf Wolfensberger (1983), SRV has much 
to contribute regarding the impact of intellectual disability on a person’s life, including their 
school life. The theory, which will be discussed in more depth in Chapters Three and Four, 
outlines in detail the devaluation and wounding that children are likely to experience when 
they are diagnosed with intellectual disability. SRV provides a “rich conceptual framework 
from which one can analyse and understand the segregation that so often accompanies 
devaluation” (Lemay, 2006, p. 5). While the structures and goals of inclusive education were 
significant to this study, SRV theory was able to shed light on the incongruity of segregated 
schooling and inclusive education policies, and the impact on parental decision-making when 
a child has intellectual disability. As such, it was an important tool in this research.   
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Aims and Research Questions 
The overarching purpose for this research was to develop a better understanding of the 
persistence of special schools within an inclusive education system. Underlying the research 
are two core ideas. First, that segregated, special schooling is disadvantageous to children 
with intellectual disability, and second, that the special schooling system has been maintained 
to offer choice to parents. In order to more fully understand the intersection between student 
disadvantage, special schooling and parental choice, this study had four specific aims. The 
first of these was to investigate parental perceptions regarding an optimal school life, that is, 
what parents want out of school life for their children. Second, the research aimed to explore 
parental decision-making regarding school enrolment generally; and third, to understand 
more deeply, the specific parental decision to transfer a child from regular to special 
schooling. It was also anticipated that, through an exploration of the decision to transfer to 
special school, parental views on what is happening in regular schools for students with 
intellectual disability might come to light. The final aim of the thesis was to consider the 
perspective that SRV theory could offer regarding parental perceptions and decision-making 
when their children had intellectual disability. The study sought to fulfill these research aims 
through answering four major research questions. 
Research Questions 
 What is an optimal school life for Queensland children and their parents? 
 Is an optimal school life different for children with intellectual disability? 
 If an optimal school life is different, how is it different? 
 What is decision-making about school enrolment like for parents? 
 Is decision-making different when a child has an intellectual disability? 
 If decision-making is different, how is it different? 
 Why have Queensland parents decided to transfer their children from a regular to a 
special school? 
 In what ways was the regular school not providing an optimal school life? 
 What were parents looking for in the transfer to special school? 
 How does SRV theory contribute to a deeper understanding of the impact on parents’ 
perceptions of an optimal school life and parental decision-making when children have an 
intellectual disability? 
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The Significance of the Research Project 
Students with intellectual disability continue to experience educational disadvantage in spite 
of inclusive reforms intended to address that disadvantage. One example of the disadvantage 
experienced by students with intellectual disability is their vulnerability to exclusion from the 
main educational arena, and the likelihood that they will be educated in special schools. The 
findings from this research will contribute to understanding the reasons behind decisions to 
educate students with intellectual disability in segregated school settings, including why 
parents decided to leave the regular school, and what they were hoping for in a special school 
enrolment. 
Parents have been described as a “driving factor” in the movement for inclusive 
education reform (de Boer et al., 2010, p. 177) and also in the perpetuation of the special 
schooling system (McMenamin, 2011). The observation that parents have become more 
complacent and that parental complacency could have grave implications for inclusive 
education progress (de Boer et al.) is worrying and worthy of investigation. This research will 
add to existing knowledge on parental views about schooling and will provide insights into 
the dynamics of parental decision-making when children have an intellectual disability. 
An important contribution of the study is the use of SRV as an underlying framework 
for the analysis of the research findings. SRV has been credited with providing significant 
insights into the impact of intellectual disability on people’s lives and can offer valuable 
understandings of families’ experiences in the education system when children have an 
intellectual disability. SRV offers a fresh approach to evaluating educational responses to 
disability; this is an important feature given the oft-reported ambiguity associated with 
inclusive education rhetoric, and the tendency for traditional special education practices to 
continue, renamed as inclusion, but essentially unchanged.  
In summary, this research provides a fuller understanding of the hopes and experiences 
of families who have a child with intellectual disability in the Queensland schooling system; 
and more detailed information has been generated about the specific circumstances 
surrounding a transfer from regular to special school settings. Through the use of an SRV 
theoretical framework, the research contributes a different perspective to education for 
students with intellectual disability which is currently firmly located in an inclusive education 
space. The knowledge and insights gained from this study can be used to raise awareness of 
the subtleties of the disadvantage that students experience when they have intellectual 
disability (even when enrolled in a regular school), and to inform policy regarding schooling 
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for this group of students. Findings are relevant to parents—and can contribute to parent 
advocacy efforts regarding inclusive school enrolments—and also to teachers who could use 
the understandings that the research provides to improve both their teaching practice 
regarding students with intellectual disability, and their partnerships with parents.   
Overview of the Thesis 
My exploration of the issues outlined above can be traced through the pages of this thesis. 
The dissertation combines chapters and journal articles in the order provided below. 
Chapter One: Introduction—sets the scene and contextualises the research against a 
personal and societal background. The research aims, questions and significance are outlined. 
Chapter Two: Schooling for children with intellectual disability—examines the 
impact of an intellectual disability diagnosis on children’s experience of schooling, with 
particular reference to the risk that intellectual disability poses regarding transfer from regular 
to special schooling. This chapter concludes that being transferred to separate special 
schooling constitutes disadvantage for the children involved.  
Chapter Three: SRV and the experience of schooling for children with intellectual 
disability—extends the discussion from Chapter Two. The theory of SRV is outlined and 
then used as a framework for understanding the impact of intellectual disability on a child’s 
experience of school. Importantly, the connections among SRV theory, inclusive education 
reform, and special schooling will be explored, and the applicability of SRV to the current 
educational context will be established.  
Chapter Four: Parental hopes for their children with intellectual disability—
discusses the role that parents play in schooling decisions, with a particular focus on 
decision-making regarding special schooling. This chapter also uses SRV theory, this time as 
a framework for understanding the impact of disability on parental decision-making.  
Chapter Five: Research design and methodology—states the research aims, 
questions, research design and methodology. 
Chapter Six (article): Parents’ views of an optimal school life: Using Social Role 
Valorization to explore differences in parental perspectives when children have 
intellectual disability—presents results about what parents want out of school life for their 
children, and discusses the impact on parent’s views when children have intellectual 
disability. SRV theory is used to examine the perspectives of parents. 
Chapter Seven (article): Parental decision-making when special schools are an 
option—presents the results regarding parental decision-making about school enrolment. The 
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article focuses on the impact on the decision-making process when children have intellectual 
disability and special schools are a possibility. 
Chapter Eight (article): From here to there and back again: The story of a 
mother, her son, disability, and school choice—shares the narrative of one mother’s 
experience of leaving regular schooling and transferring to a special school setting, and 
provides deep insights into why she made this decision. 
Chapter Nine (article): An investigation of parents’ decisions to transfer children 
from regular to special schools—reports on the analysis of data regarding parents’ 
experience of transferring to a special school, and provides the findings regarding why 
parents made the decision to transfer.  
Chapter Ten: Discussion and conclusion—draws together the findings from each 
research phase. While the individual research questions are addressed in Chapters Six 
through Nine, these are not presented separately in the final chapter but integrated so as to 
more meaningfully respond to the question of why parents transferred their children from 
regular to special schools. An SRV framework is used to deepen the understandings that were 
gleaned from each individual research phase. Implications of the research findings are 
offered, with a focus on how the findings contribute to inclusive education reform.  
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Chapter 2 
Schooling for Children with Intellectual Disability 
 
A tension between my view of Jack as a growing boy with potential to learn, and the systemic 
view of him as a disabled student with limited capacity, was an ever-present thread through 
Jack’s schooling years. I did not deny that my son faced barriers associated with his extra 
chromosome or that the famous “gap”, oft-quoted by teachers and parents regarding 
students with intellectual disability and their peers, was very much his experience too. His 
significant difficulty with communication was very real, and the challenges of learning, self-
regulation, problem solving and safety were undeniable. I did, however, see his learning 
potential and hoped for the differentiation and universally designed classrooms I so often 
read about in the literature. Although slow, his progress through primary school was 
evidence to me of his capacity to learn. Even more exciting, was his immersion in the social 
life of the school. What teachers seemed to struggle with, Jack’s peers undertook with ease. I 
remember to this day the joy of shadowing Jack at the end of Year 4 class party at the local 
pool, and witnessing how smoothly and happily his classmates lent him a hand and included 
him in their play. His difficulty with conversations and socialising generally was a constant 
barrier to potential friendship but simply through his role of classmate, he was one of the 
gang, and an accepted part of the class.  
Unlike his peers, teachers did not so easily see him as part of the group. The pull to 
separate Jack from the regular classroom and his peers ebbed and flowed, depending on the 
teacher at the time. I tried to resist the suggestions for special classes (one with another 
student from a younger grade who also had Down syndrome), withdrawal from the room, 
separate programmes, exclusion from extracurricular activities, etc. My advocacy skills were 
regularly honed as I reflected, prepared and then met with teachers to discuss my concerns 
about Jack’s lack of involvement, for example, in the class assembly/class sports/class 
reading programme. Finally, in his last years of secondary school, I had nothing left but to 
face the final push for special school, and with bowed head, acceptance that if Jack were to 
remain in the school, that would mean reduced hours, one-to-one sessions, and his move to 
classes with younger students.   
Powerful and ubiquitous were the low expectations that were held for Jack’s learning. 
An innocent question from an advisory teacher in Year 3 about whether Jack would really 
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need reading skills chilled me to the core. That she could give up on his learning at such a 
young age, and with such easy abandonment came as a shock. While noticeable at the 
primary level, low expectations for his learning and participation became suffocating in the 
secondary years, and with despair I witnessed the gradual loss of hard won skills from his 
primary years. A smile frozen on my face, in one parent-teacher interview, I listened to a 
drama teacher’s excitement about Jack being able to turn on a DVD player and choose his 
own DVD. While appreciating the difficulties associated with including Jack in Year 12 
curriculum, I expected more. 
This has been but a brief insight into my own experience of the impact on schooling 
when a child has an intellectual disability—the focus of this chapter. My own stories of 
Jack’s school life are plentiful; those outlined above are but exemplars of some of what the 
literature has to say more generally on the topic. Of importance to this thesis is my first-hand 
experience of the persistent and powerful professional drive towards segregation when a 
child has an intellectual disability. The following pages provide firmer ground for discussing 
the impact of intellectual disability than my personal anecdotes can. The chapter begins with 
a definition of intellectual disability in order to clarify which group of children are 
represented in this study, and then goes on to discuss the problematic nature of labelling 
children as intellectually disabled, to outline the research evidence regarding intellectual 
disability and educational disadvantage, and to conclude that special schooling is harmful 
for the children enrolled there, and for the wider community. 
 
It is widely accepted that people with disability are at risk of leading impoverished lives 
(Harley, Mpofu, Scanlan, Umeasiegbu, & Mpofu, 2015). To further categorise someone as 
having an intellectual disability puts people at an even greater risk of being stigmatised 
(Dorozenko, Roberts, & Bishop, 2015) and treated badly (Emerson, 2013). Described as 
“disregarded”, “incapable”, “forgotten” (Lyons & Cassebohm, 2012, p. 80), individuals with 
intellectual disability have long been subject to marginalisation (Burrell & Trip, 2011) and 
damaging service responses such as segregation and congregation (see, for example, Blatt & 
Kaplan, 1974). Although many historic practices, for example, the institutional abuse we are 
reminded of by Biklen (2015) are now largely shunned and abhorred, it is important to 
remember their once widespread acceptability. Given their history and extreme vulnerability 
to harm, the issue of doing right by people with intellectual disability becomes an acutely 
important task.  
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Similarly, vigilance to potential harm in the schooling system remains critical. The 
label of intellectual disability continues to be linked with educational exclusion and 
disadvantage (Emerson, 2013), and this is so in spite of efforts to address inequity in 
schooling for students with disability. This chapter examines the widespread nature of, and 
evidence for, the educational impoverishment experienced by students with intellectual 
disability and concludes that much of this impoverishment is associated with separating 
children in special schools.  
Definitions of Intellectual Disability in the Queensland Education System 
Any discussion/research about children with intellectual disability must begin with a 
definition of what “intellectual disability” means and a clarification of who it is that is 
assigned to the group being discussed/studied. The practice of defining children according to 
a disability diagnosis is the subject of debate (e.g., Ashby, 2010; Darcy & Dowse, 2012) but 
it is a practice that is current in many schools around the world, including those in 
Queensland. There are many definitions of intellectual disability; however, it is the definition 
used by the Queensland government to categorise students that is relevant to this research, 
given the link between intellectual disability and special schooling in Queensland. The 
Department of Education and Training (DET) website (Queensland Government, 2013b) 
provides the following definitions: 
Intellectual disability 
An intellectual disability is characterised by deficits in intellectual functioning and 
adaptive behaviour. The person’s identified level of functioning results in activity 
limitations and participation restrictions at school requiring significant education 
adjustments. 
Intellectual functioning 
Intellectual functioning associated with intellectual disability is characterised by 
deficits in reasoning, problem solving, planning, abstract thinking, judgement, 
academic learning and learning from life experiences. This is typically associated with 
an Intelligence Quotient (IQ) score of approximately 70 or below. 
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Adaptive behaviour 
Adaptive behaviour associated with intellectual disability is characterised by deficits 
that impair functioning in comparison to a person’s age and cultural group in one or 
more aspects of daily living such as communication, social participation, functioning 
at school or work, or independence. 
The DET identification of children with intellectual disability also relies on more 
broadly accepted descriptions, for example, the definition of disability from Australia’s 
Disability Discrimination Act (Queensland Government, 2015), which includes “total or 
partial loss of the person’s bodily or mental functions” and “a disorder or malfunction that 
results in the person learning differently from a person without the disorder or malfunction”. 
As stated on the DET Definitions Fact Sheet, (Queensland Government), the department also 
takes into consideration the International Classification of Functioning (ICF) definition of 
disability:  
The ICF definition of disability is much narrower than the DDA 1992 definition, 
specifying that there is an impairment (i.e., medical condition or other impairment in 
structure or function at the level of the body) and the impact of the impairment 
which limits activities and restricts participation for a person (i.e., what a person 
does).  
Although not part of DET’s definition of intellectual disability, other dimensions of this 
diagnosis have also been described and some of these are interesting to consider given the 
topic of transferring between educational settings. These other dimensions include: difficulty 
adjusting to changed circumstances and unfamiliar environments; severe communication 
limitations and likelihood of severe limitations in self-care and mobility; and difficulty with 
the management of emotions and relating to others (Australian Institute of Health and 
Welfare [AIHW], 2008). Gilmore et al. (2014) also note other challenges that are associated 
with intellectual disability but which may not be contained in formal definitions; difficulties, 
for example, with attention, self-regulation, sensory and health problems. 
The task of defining intellectual disability is made more complicated by the tendency to 
use subcategories such as mild, moderate and severe (e.g., Graham & Sweller, 2011; Lyons 
& Arthur-Kelly, 2014), and the debates that occur over terminology. The term “students with 
intellectual disability” is often preferred (e.g., Knight, 2013) because this terminology 
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emphasises the person before the disability. In line with that rationale, this is the term that 
will be used throughout this thesis; however, all such language is problematic (Goodley & 
Runswick-Cole, 2011). Issues with the use of disability labelling are discussed in more depth 
in the following section.  
The Problematic Nature of Using Labels such as “Intellectual Disability” 
Although there are potential benefits associated with identifying intellectual disability; for 
example, raising awareness of individuals at risk of educational need (Anastasiou & 
Kauffman, 2011); as a protective factor when children are socially inappropriate—the label 
allows for special dispensation (Siperstein, Norins, & Mohler, 2007); eligibility for additional 
funding (see Department of Education, Employment and Workplace Relations, 2011); 
provision of special educational services (Lalvani, 2014); and delivery of targeted 
interventions (Zigmond & Kloo, 2011), the classification of children according to disability 
diagnoses raises some difficult matters. For example, definitions of intellectual disability, 
such as those used by DET, locate the “issue” of disability within the child who is labelled 
thus (and turn attention away from the social constructs that disable an individual); require a 
benchmark of “normality” (a concept which changes with time and place and individual 
perception); and are associated with negative consequences for the children so labelled. 
These issues will now be discussed in more detail. 
The Location of Disablement  
Decisions about how best to respond to the diversity of student abilities in schools rest 
heavily on how the concept of disability is understood by educators. Three models for 
defining disability are prevalent in educational discourse and reflect different understandings 
of where the matter of disability is “located”. The first of these, the medical model, frames 
the issue of disability firmly within the sphere of the individual by positioning disability as a 
personal deficit (Kanter, 2013). A significant criticism of classifying children as intellectually 
disabled is that the classification serves to problematise the child and distract attention away 
from the external barriers that exclude students. The label of intellectual disability, like other 
disability categories, links disablement with student impairment rather than an inaccessible 
learning environment; classifications such as intellectual disability fail to describe “the ways 
in which society’s construction disables a child” (Rix & Matthews, 2014, p. 1439). An 
immediate turn to “individual pathological explanations” for learning difficulties, rather than 
barriers in the classroom, “lets [teachers] off the hook” (Slee, 2000, p. 127).  
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In contrast, the social model identifies disablement as a social process (Race, Boxall, & 
Carson, 2005) and defines disability as a social construct rather than a personal deficit (Darcy 
& Dowse, 2012). Individual impairments (including intellectual impairment) are 
acknowledged, but whether or not these are disabling is seen to be a function of an 
individual’s political, physical and social environment; thus, disability is the product of 
institutional barriers rather than personal characteristics (Kanter & Ferri, 2013). The social 
model has contributed to the inclusive education revolution (Armstrong, Armstrong, & 
Spandagou, 2011), and challenged historical medical approaches to students with disability 
such as classifying and separating children based on disability diagnoses (Bourke, 2010). The 
social model of disability shifts the educational gaze towards the accessibility of classroom 
environments, demanding that teachers focus on removing barriers to learning rather than 
removing children who struggle.  
Shakespeare (2013) and Wendelborg and Tøssebro (2010) describe a third approach to 
understanding disability, the relational model. This model positions disability in the complex 
interaction between individual and contextual factors. In line with this model, the problems 
that children face in schools ‘are a result of the relationship between issues that are specific to 
the individual and the demands, pressures and support that derive from the wider 
environment’ (Wendelborg & Tøssebro, p. 703). Similarly, the biopsychosocial model used 
by the World Health Organisation (2002) is founded on an understanding that the issue of 
disability cannot be located entirely in either the “features of the person” or in “the features of 
the overall context in which the person lives” (or goes to school), but is a “complex 
phenomena” and always an interaction between both (p. 9). The biopsychosocial approach 
has been described as the “more useful model” (Jackson & Irvine, 2013, p. 25) in that it 
integrates what is helpful in both the medical and the social models of disability.  
There is ongoing debate about the impact of the various disability models on the 
education of students with intellectual disability (e.g., Anastasiou & Kauffman, 2011), 
however, evidence suggests that the medical model remains influential in many education 
systems, including the system in Queensland (see, for example, Anderson & Boyle, 2015; 
Bourke, 2010). For example, school processes continue to rely on sorting children into 
disability categories and a deficit approach is used to address school difficulties. The location 
of the “issue” of disability remains firmly bound to individual children (e.g., Lindqvist, 
Nilholm, Almqvist, & Wetso, 2011). Education systems, such as DET, continue to use 
disability definitions to identify children eligible for special schooling, equating disability 
with impairment, and lack of educational success with “deficits in individual minds and 
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bodies” (Lalvani, 2014, p.1222). In spite of inclusive reform in Queensland, and attempts to 
focus on educational adjustments rather than student deficit (Queensland Government, 
2016b), the classification process required by DET and by the Australian Government in their 
Nationally Consistent Collection of Data for School Students with Disability initiative 
(Australian Government, 2016b), highlight the contradictions between inclusive philosophy 
and educational practice; they exemplify the ways in which education systems collude in a 
medical paradigm of disability (Lalvani). The rhetoric of the social model of disability 
underlies changes to Australia’s anti-discrimination legislation and Queensland’s inclusive 
education policy; however, the continued provision of separate “special” schooling systems 
for specific groups of students, and classification processes to identify which children are 
eligible for that separate system, is testament to the ongoing influence of a medical model on 
educational decisions.  
When educational processes rest on decisions about who is and isn’t eligible for special 
needs classification (and consequent funding and special school enrolment), the additional 
difficulty of benchmarking ‘normality’ is raised. The following section explores the issues 
associated with defining what is normal.  
Normalcy  
A logical extension of inclusive reform has been a call for schools to focus on diversity rather 
than disability (Berlach & Chambers, 2011), and some education systems have tried to shift 
away from a deficit-based identification of educational need (e.g., Queensland’s change from 
an individual ascertainment process to identifying programme adjustments, see Queensland 
Government, 2016b). The goal of avoiding deficit/disability identification is elusive, 
however. Categorisation of students remains (see, for example, Australia’s Nationally 
Consistent Collection of Data for School Students with Disability, 2016) and education 
systems continue to rest on a normative model (Benincasa, 2012). In the inevitable 
identification of difference that is required, a standard of “normality” must be referenced and 
therein lies another dilemma of disability labelling. It has been suggested that definitions of 
“normal” are socially constructed (Ashby, 2010), and that these change as new knowledge 
and values alter the boundaries of “normality” (Burrell & Trip, 2011). If this is so, then the 
concept of what is “not normal”, including what constitutes “disability”, also shifts with time, 
place, and individual perception. Disability classifications might be constructed as “objective, 
scientific realities” by special educators (Pfahl & Powell, 2011, p. 450); however, the 
differences between parents’ and teachers’ perceptions (Lalvani, 2015; Malaquias, 2014) 
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indicate that interpretations vary depending on one’s point of view. The diagnosis of 
intellectual disability is, itself, “far from a static category” (Darcy & Dowse, 2012, p. 395) 
and has been constructed, and named, differently depending on the era (see, for example, 
discussion on the historical context of intellectual disability by the American Association on 
Intellectual and Developmental Disabilities, 2013). 
Not only does the fluid nature of definitions of “normal” raise concerns for parents and 
educators, but increasingly, so too, does the “shrinking conception of normality” that is 
becoming apparent in schools (Graham & Sweller, 2011, p. 951). Fisher (2007) raised 
concerns about the detrimental impact of narrow understandings of normality on people 
defined as disabled. Although she discussed how normality is constructed within a broader 
sphere, her analysis has parallels in the education system, where a benchmark of normality 
(often the basis of decisions to grant or deny access to the mainstream) is contingent on 
various privileged characteristics such as reading, writing, and communication (Kleinert et 
al., 2015). The question of power and control over concepts of normalcy/disability is a 
significant question for the students who are subject to assessment and classification 
(Lalvani, 2015), particularly when considering the negative consequences (e.g., segregation) 
that have been associated with disability classifications.  
Negative Consequences of Labelling  
Although disability classification remains a prominent feature of how education systems 
respond to diversity, concerns have been expressed in the academic literature about the harm 
that disability labels can do to students (see, for example, Blum & Bakken, 2010). Parents, in 
particular, can be highly sensitive to the negative impact of disability labels. Recent research 
reports that parents may resist disability classification in an effort to protect children from 
their stigmatising effect (e.g., low expectations) (Lalvani, 2015). “Labels have a way of 
drawing our attention away from understanding the individual as a complex and competent 
person. Rather, what we see is reinterpreted within the stereotypes associated with the 
particular disability category” (Kliewer & Biklen, 1996, p. 91). As Jenkinson (2001) argued, 
“neither category nor severity of disability adequately describes the educational needs of an 
individual” (p. 4). 
In particular, the classification of intellectual disability has been described as a “deeply 
devalued social category” (Dorozenko et al., 2015, p. 1346), the worst diagnosis that a child 
could receive (Knight, 2013), and the label most despised and avoided (Lalvani, 2015). It is 
clear that this is a label that has the potential to be profoundly stigmatising, and indeed, 
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research suggests this is so. For example, Dorozenko et al. reported that people with an 
intellectual disability “actively resist being defined as ‘disabled’ … and develop a strong 
identity based on other aspects of their lives” (p.1346). Similarly, in a schooling context, 
students with disabilities other than intellectual disability “resisted the label of ‘idiocy’” 
(McMaugh, 2011, p. 861). In the educational arena, the classification of intellectual disability 
has consequences for educational “placement” and the curriculum that is offered to students 
(Lalvani). It has been noted that, generally, assessment for disability identification implies a 
decision about placement in the most appropriate setting (Jenkinson, 1997), and offers a 
benchmark for decisions about who will be in and who will be out of regular schools 
(Benincasa, 2012). Just so, it is the classification of “intellectual disability” that facilitates the 
special education response of segregated special schools (Pfahl & Powell, 2011). There are 
some parents and professionals who would not agree that in securing entry into special 
schools, disability labels are a negative thing because of the specialist resources and teaching 
that special schools can offer (e.g., Carr, 2005; Zigmond & Kloo, 2011). However, I would 
argue that this is, indeed, a damaging outcome and will explore this hypothesis further below.  
In summary, disability labels are problematic because they are difficult to 
define/contain; they locate the “issue” of disablement within individuals rather than 
acknowledging the impact of environmental barriers on the experience of disability; they are 
fluid and change over time, depending on individual perceptions and societal understandings; 
they depend on a notion of “normal” which is problematic in itself to define; they have a 
stigmatising effect on the individuals so labelled; and they can lead to harmful service 
response (e.g., segregation and congregation). It is interesting to speculate on the future for 
students now labelled as intellectually disabled if, based on the issues just outlined, such 
labels were no longer used. Could the disadvantage now associated with this diagnosis be 
addressed without such categorisation? Or could the discontinuation of labelling signal the 
long awaited inclusion of all students? As we proceed into a discussion of the current trends 
in education for students diagnosed with intellectual disability, we are faced with the reality 
that this discussion (and indeed this research) relies on the shaky ground of disability 
classification, and that we must keep in mind the many flaws associated with this approach.  
The Impact of an “Intellectual Disability” Label on How Students are Educated 
Historically, children with intellectual disability have been “served” in institutions. They 
have largely been invisible members of the community and have typically received care 
rather than education (Lyons & Cassebohm, 2012). It is no longer usual for children to be 
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institutionalised because of intellectual disability; instead, families stay together (Burrell & 
Trip, 2011), and children’s lives tend to follow similar patterns to those of their brothers and 
sisters who don’t have a disability. All children are now entitled to a state education, at least 
in the more privileged countries of the world, and the evidence regarding the schooling 
experiences of students with intellectual disability suggests that there are trends in the way 
this group of students are educated. While there are optimistic developments in some 
countries—for example, an increased presence in mainstream schooling (AIHW, 2008)—
other trends include the ongoing tendency for students with intellectual disability to be 
educated in segregated settings, to be confined to a separate curriculum, and to experience 
poor social outcomes. A deeper exploration of these latter themes, to be outlined in the 
following paragraphs, uncovers the extent of the disadvantage that students with intellectual 
disability are vulnerable to. 
Where Children with Intellectual Disability are Educated  
Institutions no longer figure so heavily in children’s home life but they do remain a 
significant feature of their schooling where there is systemic resistance to regular school 
enrolment for those labelled as intellectually disabled (Lalvani, 2013). A belief that 
segregated options are the most appropriate for this group of students is reflected in the 
evidence. For example, many students with intellectual disability are still primarily educated 
outside general classrooms (Ashby, 2010), and almost all are not fully included (Smith, 
2007). Students categorised as having severe or profound intellectual disability are 
particularly at risk of segregation (McLeskey, Waldron, Spooner, & Algozzine, 2014). 
Although it is generally agreed that social justice issues apply to all students with regard to 
accessing an education (Lyons & Arthur-Kelly, 2014), many children with intellectual 
disability continue to be denied access to this education in regular classrooms. There is 
evidence that students with intellectual disability can benefit from being in regular schools 
(Jackson, 2008; Kleinert et al., 2015); however, the belief that they need special, separate 
schooling, and significantly different methods of education, remains persuasive (Smith, 
2010).  
While all disability classifications put students at risk of educational exclusion, a label 
of intellectual disability heightens a child’s vulnerability to being segregated (NCID, 2013). 
Figures show that, in comparison to students with disability generally, students with 
intellectual disability are disproportionately represented in segregated classes and schools 
(AIHW, 2008). For example, three percent of all students with disability are served in special 
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schools compared to six percent of those classified as being intellectually disabled (Kleinert 
et al., 2015). Although the number of students experiencing inclusive environments is 
increasing (Novak Amado, Stancliffe, McCarron, & McCallion, 2013), particularly for those 
with mild intellectual disability (Graham & Sweller, 2011), those whose disability is 
categorised as moderate or severe are continuing to be marginalised (Lyons & Arthur-Kelly, 
2014). Rejection and discrimination remain for a “significant proportion of students with 
disabilities, particularly students with intellectual disabilities” (NCID, 2013, p. 8). Even when 
enrolled in regular schools, students with intellectual disability are vulnerable to exclusion, 
and are more likely to be physically but not meaningfully present, “silently excluded” 
(Benincasa, 2012, p. 1089), with, but not of, their communities (Novak Amado et al., 2013). 
The close ties between a diagnosis of intellectual disability and educational exclusion 
highlight the importance to inclusive reform of understanding educational trends for this 
group of students. A deeper understanding of why students with intellectual disability are at 
such risk of enrolment in segregated schooling is clearly a critical piece of the inclusive 
education puzzle and an important aspect of this thesis. One clue to why segregated schooling 
is so persistent for students with intellectual disability may be the type of curriculum and 
pedagogy deemed appropriate for those with cognitive difficulties. 
The What and How of Education for Children with Intellectual Disability 
Curriculum 
The link between a diagnosis of intellectual disability and separate special schooling may be 
a product of the curriculum and pedagogy that is typically offered to students with intellectual 
disability. Lyons and Arthur-Kelly (2014) described students with profound intellectual 
disability as the “most difficult children to educate” (p. 449), posing numerous difficulties for 
educators, parents and policy makers, and making authentic inclusion unlikely. This, 
suggested Kleinert et al. (2015), may be the reason for limited general access to schools. 
While inclusive education is based on the premise of educating children of all abilities 
(Danforth & Jones, 2015), and there is evidence that access to regular schooling is beneficial 
for even the most profoundly intellectually disabled students (e.g., Lyons & Cassebohm, 
2012), the difficulties associated with including students with intellectual disability in typical 
learning activities may be a key to the trend towards segregation. Indeed history suggests that 
specialist schooling was established in order to specifically target the learning needs of this 
group of students (Anastasiou & Kauffman, 2011). 
  
23 
 
Including students with intellectual disability in the general curriculum—with its 
academic nature, prerequisite knowledge and skills, and limited access to support for 
meaningful engagement—can pose a dilemma for both regular and special educators, 
(Zigmond & Kloo, 2011). Children with intellectual disability, therefore, are likely to 
experience “strictly functional curricula” (Ashby, 2010, p. 346). Lyons and Arthur-Kelly 
(2014) argued, however, that one curriculum relevant for all students is becoming an 
important focus of educational discussions and that inclusion policies have had an influence 
in this area. Just so, there is some indication of a common understanding in Australia that 
students with disability will be catered for within a general curriculum provision “rather than 
a separate set of protocols” (Garner & Forbes, 2013, p. 3). One common approach for 
students with intellectual disability has been to address functional goals (e.g., individual 
communication and social goals) within the general curriculum through IEPs (Individual 
Education Plans); however, Rix and Matthews (2014) question the efficacy of focusing so 
heavily on individuals rather than the social learning context. It has been argued that access to 
the general curriculum benefits even those students who have significant intellectual 
disability (see, for example, Courtade, Spooner, Browder, & Jimenez, 2012); however, it is 
important to note that there is a lack of large scale data on the participation of children with 
significant cognitive impairments (including those with severe intellectual disability) in the 
general curriculum (Kleinert et al., 2015) and understandings in this regard are only just 
developing.  
Pedagogy 
Alongside arguments for a special functional curriculum (Zigmond, Kloo, & Volonino, 
2009), sits the belief that students with intellectual disability require significantly different 
methods of teaching from those generally used (Lalvani, 2015). Differentiation and universal 
design for learning are current pedagogical practices regarding students with intellectual 
disability (van Kraayenoord, 2007), and knowledge of such approaches is increasingly 
required of all teachers, including those in the general classroom (Bourke, 2010). However, 
the common generalisations and accommodations recommended for other students with 
disability may not fit for some students with intellectual disability; the teaching of students 
with profound intellectual disability, in particular, is still regarded as the business of special 
education (Lyons & Arthur-Kelly, 2014). According to Ashby (2010), privileged ways of 
being and learning in schools (perhaps, for example, the expressive communication, reading, 
and mathematical skills that were found to be significant to classroom access by Kleinert at 
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al., 2015) do not necessarily reflect the ways of being and learning that are meaningful for 
students with intellectual impairment.  
Assessment 
No area is more indicative of the exclusion of students with intellectual disability than the 
issue of their educational outcomes. Although it is difficult to use standardised assessment 
with this group of  students (Lyons & Cassebohm, 2012), there has been considerable 
discussion about the systemic lack of accountability for the learning of students with 
intellectual disability (see, for example, Anderson & Boyle, 2015; Children and Young 
People with Disability Australia, 2016; Forlin et al., 2013). This problem has been discussed 
at length by Wakeman, Flowers and Browder (2014), and has been raised as a potential 
breach of Australia’s Disability Discrimination Act (Cumming & Dickson, 2013). 
Social Experiences of Students with Intellectual Disability  
Additional to the educational disadvantage that has just been outlined, there is considerable 
evidence that students with intellectual disability are also at high risk of social isolation. For 
example, social interactions with peers without disabilities are inevitably reduced by 
enrolment in special schools (Cologon, 2013) but can also be limited in spite of spending 
increasingly longer time in regular classrooms (Carter, Sisco, Chung, & Stanton-Chapman, 
2010); students with intellectual disability can be viewed negatively and rejected by their 
typically developing peers (Georgiadi, Kalyva, Kourkoutas, & Tsakiris, 2012). Researchers 
have commented on the lower rate of social participation (e.g., Lalvani, 2013), the fewer 
relationships, and the loneliness that students are more likely to experience when they have 
intellectual disability (Overmars-Marx, Thomése, Verdonschot, & Meininger, 2013). 
Understanding social disadvantage is important for many reasons; for example, because of 
parents’ hopes for social connections with typical peers (de Boer et al., 2010); the link 
between segregated schooling and social exclusion (Kvalsund & Bele, 2010); the link 
between parents’ fear of children’s social isolation in regular schools and decisions about 
enrolment in special schools (Jenkinson, 1998); the connection between a person’s social 
resources and their health (Mithen, Aitken, Ziersch, & Kavanagh, 2015); and the value of 
positive social experiences as a protective feature for students with intellectual disability in 
regular schools (Gilmore et al., 2014).  
It is evident that students with intellectual disability are vulnerable to educational 
disadvantage in many forms. To summarise, having an intellectual disability makes a student 
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vulnerable to social isolation from typical peers, to exclusion from the general curriculum, to 
a lack of educational accountability, and to less than effective pedagogy. The question of how 
closely this disadvantage is tied to separate special schooling is critical to this research and 
will now be discussed in detail. 
Special, Segregated Schooling for Children with Intellectual Disability: The Case that 
this Constitutes Disadvantage 
Deinstitutionalisation has long dominated policy and disability discussion (Overmars-Marx et 
al., 2013) and yet in the schooling system, institutionalisation is alive and well within the 
special school culture; both protected and promoted by some academics (e.g., Anastasiou & 
Kauffman, 2011), teachers (e.g., Forbes, 2007) and parents (e.g., Carr, 2005). While it could 
be argued that all schools represent an institutionalised approach to education, special schools 
are “segregated by definition” (CDA, 2012, p. 5) and maintain historic approaches to 
disability (e.g., congregating students on the basis of disability categories) that were 
hallmarks of the traditional disability institution.   
The debate about the school setting that is of most benefit to students with intellectual 
impairment has been heated and ongoing. Parents, educators, and researchers who advocate 
for special schooling for students with disability believe that much of the disadvantage that 
children with intellectual disability experience can be lessened by special schooling rather 
than be caused by it (see, for example, Zigmond & Kloo, 2011). For example, it has been 
argued that mandatory inclusion in mainstream classes and schools can be a form of 
exclusion (Anastasiou et al., 2015; Jackson & Irvine, 2013) due to the nature of the regular 
schooling system and its busyness, speed, complex language base, inaccessible curriculum, 
and teaching styles. Special schooling, it is contended, can provide a buffer for students who 
struggle, with its strong foundation in pedagogy designed for children with disability, its 
specialist teachers, and its smaller, simpler and more controlled learning environments (see, 
for example Kauffman & Hallahan, 2005). In contrast, those who believe in an inclusive 
approach to schooling have argued that segregation on the basis of disability has “myriad 
negative consequences” (Pfahl & Powell, 2011, p. 450), and contributes to the problem of 
marginalisation and stigmatisation of students with disability (e.g., Lalvani, 2015). History 
would support this argument with examples of the horrific physical conditions and extreme 
abuse and neglect in institutions recorded by Blatt and Kaplan (1974) and recently discussed 
at length by Biklen (2015).  
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It is generally acknowledged that inclusion has been poorly implemented so far (see, 
for example, Danforth & Jones, 2015; Runswick-Cole, 2011; Slee, 2012). Presence does not 
guarantee participation or acceptance, and exclusion can still occur in regular schools; 
however, for those who believe in inclusion, the answer does not lie in maintaining a special 
schooling system but in recreating the way that schools do business so that all students are 
welcome and can succeed (Slee, 2011). Bourke (2010) argued that underlying special 
education assumptions get in the way of inclusive reform. Similarly, Armstrong et al. (2011) 
proposed that special education discourse has hindered progress in providing inclusive 
education for all. The interests of special education hinder change (Pfahl & Powell, 2011); 
with its buildings, personnel, history, and cultural baggage, the special education business is a 
large and cumbersome industry to transform. It is protected and defended by its constituents 
and simply through its existence, encourages general educators to segregate children who 
they cannot tolerate (Kenworthy & Whittaker, 2000); while special schools exist, this is 
where students with disability will be seen to belong. 
Separate classrooms and schools are incongruent with national and international law 
(NCID, 2013); however, the legitimisation of segregated schooling through policy decisions 
to maintain a separate special education system is widespread (see, for example, Graham & 
Sweller, 2011; Pfahl & Powell, 2011; Runswick-Cole, 2011; Wendelborg & Tøssebro, 2010), 
and is perhaps the offspring of the marriage that was arranged between the special education 
culture and the regular schooling system when integration/inclusion was first attempted.  
Do special schools continue to offer a viable option to some students or does their 
existence disadvantage the students they are created to serve? With the caveat that personal 
views and beliefs underpin the analyses of all researchers and commentators in this area, and 
my analysis of the situation is no exception, the following evidence strongly suggests that 
(indeed) attending a special school constitutes disadvantage and that the existence of special 
schools is a matter of particular concern to those students who are most likely to be sent/enrol 
there, that is, students with an intellectual disability. The ways in which segregated schooling 
can be detrimental to students follow. 
Academic Disadvantage 
Given the purview of schools, the issue of academic learning for students with intellectual 
disability is an important area of consideration regarding segregated versus general schooling. 
Consensus on the impact of segregated schooling on educational outcomes has not been 
reached, however, the NCID (2013) makes a strong case for the educational benefits of 
  
27 
 
regular schooling, and this is a position which finds support in the academic literature. While 
“the pursuit of inclusive education cannot be left to science” (Biklen, 2015, p. 188), the 
following research results contribute to already powerful moral arguments vis-a-vis the 
adverse impact of special schooling on children’s lives.  
The case that full access to general schools is academically advantageous for students 
with intellectual disabilities (and conversely, that segregated schooling is disadvantageous) is 
a convincing one. Fisher and Meyer (2002) found no developmental advantage in self-
contained placements, and similarly, in his review of the literature comparing educational 
outcomes in regular and special school placements, Jackson (2008) found no substantial 
academic benefits in segregated school settings. Courtade at al. (2012), argued for access to 
the general curriculum for students with significant disability, and in support of that 
argument, provided extensive evidence for successful academic learning in regular schools. 
More recently, Cosier (cited in Theoharis & Causton, 2014) found that academic achievement 
was linked to time spent in general education, following earlier findings of a significant 
relationship between “general education contexts and achievement in reading and 
mathematics” (Cosier, Causton-Theoharis, & Theoharis, 2013). Even for those labelled as 
severely intellectually disabled, general classrooms provide benefits that are hard to replicate 
in segregated settings, for example, teacher expertise in academic content, learning materials 
for the content, natural peer support (and the benefits of peer mediated support), and 
contextual features of general classrooms such as the “what” and “how” of curriculum 
delivery (Kleinert et al., 2015). Of particular advantage are the wealth of academic 
opportunities afforded students in regular classrooms (Ashby, 2010), and the presence of 
typically developing peers who are essential elements in a social learning environment 
(McCloskey, 2011).  
The benefits of education in regular schools highlight the loss to students when access 
to inclusive schooling is denied. It is clear, as asserted by Pfahl and Powell (2011), that 
segregated schools do indeed constitute disadvantage for children with intellectual disability 
both academically, and otherwise. Other shortcomings of special schooling will now be 
discussed. 
Social Disadvantage  
The school years are not only about academic learning. Opportunities for socialising are a 
vital aspect of childhood development and times with friends can make up our most 
important memories of school (Rossetti, 2012). Intellectual disability has strong links with 
  
28 
 
social exclusion (Carter et al., 2010; Carter et al., 2016; Nicholson & Cooper, 2013; Novak 
Amado et al., 2013); consequently, consideration of how to optimise the development of 
friendships is even more vital for children with intellectual disability than for those who don’t 
have a disability.  
Benincasa (2012) pointed out that social exclusion is shaped by social institutions; that 
is, in a schooling context, the education policies and practices that categorise children, 
allocate resources and govern teaching approaches. In this way, special schools can be 
vehicles for the perpetuation of negative values, discriminatory attitudes, social disadvantage 
and exclusionary practices (Slee, 2012). Every time a child with an intellectual disability is 
directed to a special school, a message about social exclusion (i.e., about who belongs) is 
conveyed to that child and to his/her peers (Lipsky & Gartner, 2013).  
Although there are parents and teachers who have reported the social marginalisation of 
children with disability in regular schools (see, for example, Queensland Parents for People 
with a Disability [QPPD], 2011), and research shows that physical presence in regular 
classrooms does not automatically lead to positive social outcomes (Siperstein et al., 2007), 
there is also evidence to suggest that inclusive education can benefit children socially as well 
as academically (Jackson, 2008; Lalvani, 2013; NCID, 2013; Rossetti, 2014); for example, 
Fisher and Meyer (2002) found gains in independence and social skills when children were 
educated in the regular school rather than enrolled in separate settings. Novak Amado et al. 
(2013, p. 363) noted that achieving true social inclusion will be difficult, but also reported on 
research that one overriding strategy for achieving this is “regular contact in integrated 
environments [such as regular schools], with opportunities for meaningful interaction”. 
Similarly, Cologon (2013) linked inclusive education with increased social interaction, and 
Georgiadi et al. (2012) reported that children in inclusive settings were more positive towards 
peers with intellectual disability than those from non-inclusive settings, concluding that 
effective inclusive practices need to be adopted to foster social acceptance of students with 
intellectual disability. The authors suggested that going to school together may reduce 
ignorance and fear of the unknown. While one factor facilitating positive peer attitudes was 
the contact between students with disabilities and those without, it is important to note that it 
was not contact alone that was found to have significance, but the inclusive setting itself.  
Long Term Disadvantage  
A number of researchers and commentators on the adult lives of people with intellectual 
disability reference the links between school setting and post-school experiences. For 
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example, Test et al. (2009) found that inclusion in general education predicted improved 
outcomes in post-school education, employment, and independent living. This analysis was 
confirmed in 2016 by Mazotti et al. who replicated the review carried out by Test and 
colleagues. Similar to the finding of these reviews, Pfahl and Powell (2011) linked segregated 
schooling with exclusion from the labour market; Ryndak, Alper, Hughes and McDonnell 
(2012) concluded on the basis of the available—albeit limited—evidence that inclusive 
education has a long term positive impact on students with significant disabilities (e.g., paid 
community employment); and Emerson (2013) named school exclusion as an environmental 
adversity with links to long term poorer health outcomes. Additionally, Lombardi and her 
colleagues (2013) found an association between instructional settings (general classrooms) 
and an increased likelihood of participation in post school education. 
Nowhere is the impact of intellectual disability felt more keenly than on the social 
networks of people with intellectual disability. Researchers and writers in the field attest to 
the ongoing social exclusion of people with disability from their communities; for example, 
their lack of friendships (Hillman et al., 2012), smaller range of community activities (Novak 
Amado et al., 2013), and limited interaction and participation (Nicholson & Cooper, 2013). 
Links between inclusion in general classes and increased participation in social networks as 
young adults (e.g., Kvalsund & Bele, 2010) suggest a connection between inclusive education 
and social inclusion, and highlight the importance of considering the impact of school 
settings on long term outcomes in an individual’s life. 
Disadvantage to Others  
The inclusive education literature indicates that it is not only the student with intellectual 
disability who is disadvantaged by segregated schooling. For example, children who don’t 
have a disability also benefit from inclusive education in a number of ways (Causton-
Theoharis, Theoharis, Bull, Cosier, & Dempf-Aldrich, 2011). These ways include flexible 
and individualised teaching and learning strategies that can assist all students (Forlin et al., 
2013), for example, Universal Design for Learning (van Kraayenoord, 2007) and 
differentiated instruction (Hoppey & McLeskey, 2014). Teachers, too, benefit professionally 
from the skills they acquire in order to teach diverse students (Boyle, Scriven, Durning, & 
Downes, 2011), for example, skills with using accommodation and modification strategies. 
Professional skills in the area of diversity have become part of the National Teaching 
Standards in Australia (Australian Institute for Teaching and School Leadership, 2011). More 
broadly, it has been proposed that the maintenance of special schools poses a disadvantage to 
  
30 
 
inclusive education reform (e.g., Kenworthy & Whittaker, 2000; Pfahl & Powell, 2011; Slee, 
2011); a dual system of general and special education, for example, does not provide a 
cohesive, coherent foundation for change efforts (Ashby, Burns, & Royle, 2014). Although 
inclusive education has now been on the educational agenda and a legislative requirement in 
many countries for a number of years, the ongoing existence of special schools diminishes 
progress in this regard.   
While not so easy to test empirically, commentary on the transmission of cultural 
attitudes through the practice of segregation and congregation is plentiful (e.g., Anderson & 
Boyle, 2015; QPPD, 2011; Slee, 2012). Future generations, it is argued, learn about who is 
“in” and who is “out” through their schooling. Those who grow up in inclusive schools 
absorb a very different message from those who grow up with no contact or role modelling 
regarding the children with disability who share their neighbourhoods, but not their schools. 
Ignorance about disability, and the lack of opportunity to spend time with those who live with 
disability have been cited as major causes of negative attitudes and exclusion of those who 
are different (e.g., Kenworthy & Whittaker, 2000). The ideals of inclusion are important to 
parents (Smith, 2007), and to the nation, if the National Disability Strategy (Australian 
Government, 2016a) is a true indication of current Australian values; segregated schooling 
cannot, by its very nature, convey those values to coming generations. 
Some Final Reflections on Schooling for Children with Intellectual Disability 
Here, at the end of this exploration of what intellectual disability means for the education of 
students labelled thus, I will take a moment to ask, “Are you convinced good reader? Has 
this chapter provided you with all the evidence you would need to persist with regular 
schooling? What would you decide if it were you making the decision whether to stay or to 
go? Do you feel better equipped now to make such an important decision?” Biklen (2015) 
urged us to remember that what drives us towards inclusion is not science but morals, and I 
believe he is right. I was particularly struck by his recount—on page 190—of the 
professionals who, in spite of the images and testimony of Blatt and Kaplan (1974), 
demanded “sufficient data” and a “scientific basis” as justification for the closure of 
institutions. I wonder whether history is repeating itself, only this time, in the context of 
segregated schooling.  
As I have just demonstrated, the academic literature abounds with evidence of the 
damage that is done to students when they are segregated from their neighbourhoods, family 
and peers in separate, special schools. What I have outlined, however, is only part of the 
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story. What I have omitted is also telling. The plentiful commentary and research articles on 
inclusive education that can be found in any standard literature search also include views 
that oppose the closure of segregated schooling, many of which, interestingly, are founded on 
the basis of insufficient scientific data. The same body of knowledge appears to mean 
different things to different people. Depending on one’s point of view, evidence from the 
academic literature convinces some of the worth and importance of inclusive education (e.g., 
Jackson, 2008) while leading others to judge the evidence as inconclusive (e.g., Lombardi et 
al., 2013). How can this be so? 
I think back to my own decision-making as a parent and reflect on what had an impact 
on my choices. Without hesitation, I know that it was the vision of inclusion and a sense of 
social justice that persuaded me, not scientific data. If I am honest, I do see myself 
righteously sharing evidence which supported my hopes and dreams, and disdainfully 
rejecting and ignoring that which did not fit my beliefs and views. While perhaps not 
conveyed in the emotional discourse of a parent advocate, do academic researchers do the 
same? I do not suggest that this is a good researcher/bad researcher dichotomy (it has been 
clear to me that all researchers acknowledge the hurt that children with intellectual disability 
are vulnerable to and seek to redress that damage); taking the high moral ground is of little 
use to the children who are at risk here. What I do wonder about, as a researcher now myself 
(and a little more circumspect about what I accept and disregard), is why it is inclusion 
rather than segregation that has to be scientifically justified. In any case, as this thesis winds 
its way forward, I have attempted here to lay its foundation on firm evidence for the damage 
that special schools can do; evidence gleaned by one who is admittedly committed to 
inclusive education, but persuasive nonetheless.  
As we move into the next chapter, the theory of Social Role Valorization is introduced, 
and the discussion goes more deeply into values and beliefs, and how these can shape our 
perceptions (and ultimately our actions). The critical nature of values, beliefs and 
perceptions about children with intellectual disability is the focus of Chapter Three, 
particularly with regard to how these impact on schooling for these children.   
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Chapter 3 
SRV and Schooling for Children with Intellectual 
Disability 
 
It is evident from the discussion in Chapter Two that students with intellectual disability 
continue to experience educational disadvantage in spite of the introduction of inclusive 
education legislation and policy. The importance of addressing that disadvantage drove this 
research; a crucial step towards positive change is a deep understanding of the relationship 
between intellectual disability and disadvantage. One theory that has been critical to raising 
awareness of what happens to people when they have a disability, and particularly intellectual 
disability, is Social Role Valorization (SRV) (Wolfensberger, 1998). The ability of SRV 
theory to illuminate the experience of people with disability and their families has made a 
powerful contribution to understandings of the impact of disability on people’s lives (Mann 
& van Kraayenoord, 2011). SRV material focuses on analysis (Martin, 2006), and challenges 
traditional, “accepted” understandings of people with disability, such as presumptions of 
incapacity (Bersani, 2001). SRV has been described as “highly persuasive” (Duffy, 2010, p. 
258), influential (Race, 1999a), transformative (Shevellar, Sherwin, & Mackay, 2012), and as 
the “predicate for … meaningful inclusion of people with disabilities” (Ferretti & Eisenman, 
2010, p. 380). In 1991, Wolfensberger’s book on Normalization (Wolfensberger, 1972) was 
ranked number one in a list of the 25 top classic works in the field of mental retardation (as 
intellectual disability was described at the time) (Heller, Spooner, Schilit, Enright, & Haney, 
1991). More recently, in recognition of their influence and significance, Wolfensberger, the 
originator of SRV, and his work were chosen by the journal, The Exceptional Parent, as one 
of the “7 Wonders of the World of Disabilities” (Hollingsworth & Apel, 2008, p. 54).  
This chapter explores the potential of SRV theory to provide a deeper understanding of 
the impact of intellectual disability on children’s lives. The chapter begins with pertinent 
background information about SRV, and an outline of the dynamics of devaluation and 
wounding, both of which are foundational to SRV theory. The ten major themes of SRV are 
then described and contextualised for the purpose of this thesis—current academic 
commentary and research is used to illustrate the currency of these SRV themes in today’s 
educational context. The discussion then moves to use SRV theory to explain the 
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disadvantage experienced by students with intellectual disability, exploring the 
commonalities and differences between an SRV and an inclusive education perspective. The 
purpose of this discussion is to establish the theory’s credentials as a tool for analysing the 
research data. 
I first came into contact with the idea of Social Role Valorization when Jack was little 
more than a baby. There were three influential disability organisations operating in Brisbane 
at the time; two of these were advocacy organisations and one was a change agency. All of 
these were founded on the principles of SRV and used these principles to inform their work. 
While I did not go to any specific SRV training until many years down the track, I became 
very involved with two of these organisations, Community Resource Unit (CRU) and 
Queensland Parents for People with a Disability (QPPD); the impact of these organisations 
on my thinking and the decisions I made for Jack was extremely significant. Ideas such as 
having a typical life, the importance of relationships, community living, and de-
institutionalisation (as a way of thinking as well as in a physical sense) were all key messages 
of these groups, and all had a profound influence on my vision for Jack’s life. It was not until 
much later that I learned SRV theory through several training workshops and participation in 
a number of PASSING practicums (Program Analysis of Service Systems’ Implementation of 
Normalization Goals, Wolfensberger & Thomas, 1983).  
As Jack approached his schooling years, I also became more and more familiar with 
the principles and philosophy of inclusive education. These, too, had a significant effect on 
my thinking about Jack’s life. As a teacher, I was keenly interested in the best education for 
my son. In various capacities—parent, teacher, advocate—I listened to, spoke with, and read 
the works of a number of international experts in the field of inclusive education (e.g., Roger 
Slee, Julie Allan, Mel Ainscow). While I was greatly inspired by such writers/researchers and 
their colleagues, and felt the rightness of their words, I did not need much convincing that 
inclusion was the way to go; the grounding for an inclusive life had already been laid by my 
exposure to SRV. Much later, in the world of academia, I was surprised to read critiques of 
SRV by advocates of inclusive education (e.g., Culham & Nind, 2003), and, similarly, 
Wolfensberger’s criticisms of “inclusion” (Wolfensberger, 1999). I had never found it 
difficult to hold the principles of both in my mind nor found them to be in conflict. Inclusive 
education was a goal I aspired to for my son (and others), and was a philosophy that 
underpinned all my decision-making and advocacy. SRV explained with profound insight, the 
school experiences that unfolded as Jack and I made our way through the school years. It 
raised my consciousness about the dynamics of devaluation, alerted me to the dangers and 
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subtleties of “modern” institutionalisation—that is, the many direct, and indirect, ways that 
students continue to be devalued in systems that use the language of inclusion—and provided 
a framework through which I could safeguard Jack from this devaluation. I agreed with a 
fellow Queenslander who wrote at the time of Wolfensberger’s death: “As a parent, I knew 
the truth of his words very early on. No-one has named our experience so clearly before or 
since” (Ward, 2011, p. 6). 
Using SRV to Explain Educational Disadvantage 
Background Information  
SRV was developed by Wolf Wolfensberger (1983) as a reformulation of the better known 
“Normalization”, a theory which first received attention through the writings of Nirje (e.g., 
Nirje, 1969). The notion of Normalization has been present in the social sciences since the 
1960s (Zolkowska, 2016) and was originally developed in response to institutionalisation in 
order to make available to people “‘those patterns of life and everyday living that are as close 
as possible to, or indeed the same as, the regular circumstances or ways of life of their 
communities and their culture” (Nirje, 1999, p. 17). Wolfensberger (1984) sought to 
generalise the theory to groups other than those with disability, and to link the ideas more 
closely with empirical research. To clarify the terminology of Normalization which he 
thought led to misinterpretation of the principle, and to foreground the importance of social 
roles (both positive and negative) in a vulnerable person’s life, Wolfensberger reframed the 
concept of Normalization as SRV. “SRV has experience of good things as its major goal” 
(Race, 1999b, p. 165) and at its core is the criticality of enhancing social roles. Its key 
premise is that “people’s welfare depends extensively on the social roles they occupy: people 
who fill roles that are positively valued by others will generally be afforded by the latter the 
good things of life, but people who fill roles that are devalued by others will typically get 
badly treated by them” (Wolfensberger, 2000, p. 105).  
SRV posits that all people in all cultures in all of history have made judgements about 
their fellow human beings. The theory is based on the premise that it is human nature to 
evaluate other people and to make judgments based on that evaluation. Depending on the 
values of a society/individual, particular characteristics will be either valued or devalued by 
others. SRV does not say what should or should not be valued or devalued, or even that it is 
right or wrong to judge and evaluate others; what it does do is outline the dynamics at play 
when judgment and evaluation occur. In contrast to religious and philosophical beliefs which 
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may encourage/teach people not to judge others but be welcoming of all, SRV proposes that 
the process of evaluation is inherent in human nature. 
Although specific individuals or groups may come, themselves, to be valued or 
devalued, depending on the characteristic they embody, value or lack thereof is not inherent 
to those individuals or groups. What is valued and devalued will vary across cultures and 
history; value and a lack of value are based on perception. The process of devaluation is 
evident within current schooling systems; “a descending taxonomy of human value” (Slee, 
2006, p. 112) underlies the classification system necessitated by the special/regular 
dichotomy. Wolfensberger (1984) observed that the devaluation of people has a greater 
negative impact on their life than the characteristic itself (e.g., disability) and posited SRV 
theory as a coherent response to its realities.  The concept of devaluation, then, goes hand in 
hand with SRV and an awareness of its dynamics is fundamental to understanding the 
disadvantage that students with intellectual disability experience in the school system.   
Devaluation  
When a person is valued, either by an individual or a system, that person is more likely to 
experience the good things of life. Conversely, when a person is devalued, either by one 
individual or by a system, that person is likely to be treated badly. Central to devaluation is 
the perception of difference, a negative judgment of that difference, and a consequence of 
“ostracism and atypical life experiences” (Sherwin, 2011, p. 22). Race (1999b) helped to 
clarify the meaning of devaluation by distinguishing it from “dislike”. People can be seen to 
be in devalued roles and still be liked or even loved (as is sometimes evident in the 
teacher/student relationship and even between parents and children); while some who play 
highly valued roles (e.g., politicians) may be openly and intensely disliked. “People might 
very well value a person, but still not construct socially valued roles for that person in 
society” (Wolfensberger, 1985, p. 10). Wolfensberger (1998) asserted that social devaluation 
is universal but that who and what is devalued varies, depending on the societal and historical 
context. Findings by Graham and Sweller (2011) demonstrated the fluidity of perceptions in 
an educational context, illustrating the changing nature of the characteristics considered to be 
“acceptable” by educators and those that are rejected; for example, students with mild 
intellectual disability are increasingly being accepted in regular schools while those with 
behaviour disorders are increasingly being sent to segregated schooling. SRV theory does, 
however, list characteristics that are more likely to lead to devaluation and includes 
intellectual disability in that list (Wolfensberger, 1998). The research evidence presented in 
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Chapter Two attests to the proposition that having an intellectual disability puts students at 
risk of devaluation.   
The important principles of SRV can be combined to posit a relationship between the 
roles that people fill, the way they will be perceived by others because of the roles they fill, 
and the way they will be treated because of the way they are perceived. When people hold 
devalued roles, they are more likely to be perceived negatively and to miss out on life 
enriching experiences. When people hold valued roles, they are more likely to be perceived 
positively and to partake of life-enriching experiences. Conversely, those who lead 
disadvantaged lives in some way, for example those with intellectual disability, are likely to 
be perceived negatively and accorded devalued roles. The relationship between perceptions, 
devaluation and how people are treated is summarised in Figure 1 below. 
 
Figure 1. Basic Principles of SRV. (Adapted from Mann, Moni, & Cuskelly, 2016). 
 
Wounding 
SRV expounds in great detail the bad things that are more likely to happen to people who are 
devalued (e.g., those with intellectual disability) and refers to these negative experiences as 
“wounds”. Wounding can be both a product of devaluation and can also cause further 
devaluation. Wounding sometimes happens consciously and explicitly; sometimes 
unconsciously; and sometimes simply as a result of the life circumstances of the individual 
Students internalise 
message and behave 
as “expected” 
thereby reinforcing 
perceptions. 
It is human nature to value certain 
qualities (and to devalue those who don’t 
have these qualities).  This dynamic is 
universal—it has occurred in all societies 
at all times.   
SRV offers a way to: 
(A) understand the process of 
devaluation
(B) influence the cycle of 
perception and practice.
(B) Socially valued roles are 
critical
- create /enhance exisiting 
valued roles
- exit/avoid devalued roles.
(A) Themes of SRV explain 
that devaluation is, for 
example:
- often unconscious
- influenced by imagery
- linked to mindsets.
Devalued students are likely 
to be perceived in certain 
ways e.g., those with 
intellectual disability are 
likely to be perceived as 
incompetent, eternal 
children, a burden, an object 
of pity/charity, a menace.
Because of these perceptions, 
students are likely to be 
treated in related  negative 
ways e.g., people perceived 
as incompetent are likely to 
be underestimated and 
denied potent learning 
opportunities 
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(Wolfensberger, 1998, 2013). The wounding process outlined in SRV theory is of critical 
importance to this research. The insights brought to bear by an awareness of the typical 
wounds experienced by people who are devalued is highly relevant to understanding the 
disadvantage that students experience when they have intellectual disability, and adds both 
depth and breadth to this investigation of what parents want for their children and why they 
make the schooling decisions that they do. The typical wounds described by Wolfensberger 
(1998, 2013) will now be discussed in more detail and made clear through the use of italics; 
they will be contextualised for the purpose of this thesis by the provision of pertinent 
examples from the education literature. Only those wounds particularly applicable to students 
with intellectual disability will be discussed; for a list of the wounds proposed by 
Wolfensberger refer to Appendix A. 
Wolfensberger (1998, 2013) describes the experience of impairment as a wound in 
itself. An intellectual disability, for example, is a discernible feature that impacts on an 
individual’s “ability to deal with the world around them” (Race, 1999b, p. 46). In a schooling 
context, this is evidenced in the educational difficulties that are more likely to be experienced 
when a student has an intellectual disability, for example, with language, academic learning, 
problem solving, and independence (AIHW, 2008; Gilmore et al., 2014). The significance of 
these intellectual features is both that they represent the “predicament of bodily limitation” 
(Shakespeare, 2013, p. 2), and also that they are highly likely to have a negative impact on 
other people’s perceptions. In this way, SRV’s explanation of the hurt that people experience 
is similar to the relational model outlined earlier, in that both acknowledge the impact of the 
individual and the societal contexts, and of the interaction between the two. 
SRV analysis predicts a high probability that the characteristic of “intellectual 
disability” will result in further wounding (Osburn, 2006); for example, being relegated by 
others to low social status, being rejected and being accorded one or more devalued roles. 
Educational examples of these types of wounding are common in the literature. For example, 
Blum and Bakken (2010) discuss at length the low value accorded those with disability 
labels; and the low status of students is reflected in the inadequate systemic resourcing that 
has been reported for those with disability (including intellectual disability) (Department of 
Education, Employment and Workplace Relations, 2011) and the lack of accountability for 
their learning (Cumming & Dickson, 2013; Kleinert et al., 2015). Research findings from 
both community (CDA, 2015; QPPD, 2011) and academic investigations (e.g., Lalvani, 2013; 
Siperstein et al., 2007; Smith, 2010) attest to the rejection experienced by students with 
intellectual disability, both from and within regular schools. Examples of the devalued roles 
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of children with intellectual disability abound; discussions in the literature illustrate views of 
children with intellectual disability as non-human (Kliewer, Biklen, & Kasa-Hendrickson, 
2006); as tragic (Fisher, 2007); in the role of menace (Glazzard, 2011; National Disability 
Rights Network, 2009); as non-participants (Ashby, 2010; AIHW, 2008; Darcy & Dowse, 
2012); non-learners (Biklen, 2015; Courtade et al., 2012); as objects of charity, to be 
passively nurtured (Bourke, 2010); and as a burden (Graham & Jahnukainen, 2011; Lalvani, 
2015; Moliner, Sales, Ferrández, & Traver, 2010). Refer to Appendix A (point 5) for a list of 
the traditional devalued roles identified by SRV. 
According to SRV, the wounds outlined in the previous paragraph—a devalued status, 
rejection, and devalued roles—are then likely to lead to the specific wounds of stigmatisation 
and distantiation (i.e., to distance oneself, physically and/or socially). Once again the 
educational literature provides examples of these subsequent wounds, providing evidence of 
the stigmatisation (e.g., Lalvani, 2015; Werner & Shulman, 2015) and distantiation (e.g., 
Smith, 2010) that SRV predicts. There is no more obvious wound for students with 
intellectual disability than the latter. Children are more likely to attend schools outside their 
local communities (Bajwa‐Patel & Devecchi, 2014), and, as reported in the introduction to 
this thesis and then again in Chapter One, the percentages of students with intellectual 
disability who continue to be educated in segregated settings is high, even when compared to 
children with other impairments. Just over 90% of students attending a special school/class 
had intellectual disability (NCID, 2013). 
Stigmatisation and distantiation, in turn, lead to further wounds. For example, an 
investigation by The Victorian Equal Opportunity and Human Rights Commission (2012) 
found evidence of the lack of control/autonomy that SRV forecasts will occur as a 
consequence of being stigmatised and segregated (for example, reports of restraint and 
seclusion). Additionally, research supports the likelihood of discontinuity, for example, a 
report by Queensland Parents for People with a Disability (2003) describes the lack of 
schooling stability that families experience when children have a disability. Five years later, 
the AIHW (2008) reported that approximately 30% children with intellectual disability 
changed from a regular classroom setting, and more recently, McFadden et al. (2015) found 
that parents are increasingly exiting their children from the state school system in search of 
alternative educational settings. Furthermore, plentiful evidence attests to the replacement of 
natural relationships by those that are paid, particularly evidence of the impact on natural 
peer relationships by the presence of teacher aides (see, for example, Cologon, 2013; 
Giangreco, Suter, & Doyle, 2010; Rossetti, 2012). Deindividualisation is another wound 
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anticipated by SRV and there is extensive discussion in the academic literature about the 
stereotypical responses to students when they have an intellectual disability (e.g., Blum & 
Bakken, 2010; Kliewer et al., 2006; Lalvani, 2015). Further examples of the wounds that 
occur as the result of stigmatisation and distantiation are impoverishment of experience, 
having one’s life wasted, and brutalisation. Siperstein et al. (2007), for example, found that a 
diagnosis of intellectual disability resulted in lower expectations and diminished learning 
opportunities; Zigmond and Kloo (2011) discussed in depth the time wasting that occurs 
when the accommodations and differentiation that students need are not provided; and the 
report by the National Disability Network (2009) is chilling in its description of the 
brutalisation of children with disabilities in segregated settings. Individual feelings that can 
accompany the wounding process are identified by SRV as wounds in themselves; for 
example, awareness of being an alien in the valued world is predicted by SRV, and is an 
experience Lalvani (p. 390) discussed in terms of “otherness” and parents’ concerns about 
their children’s “belongingness, membership and social acceptance”. Wolfensberger (1998) 
noted that people with intellectual disability (and other devalued characteristics) are likely to 
experience multiple wounding. More recently, Emerson’s analysis (2013), although not using 
SRV language, came to the same conclusion. 
It is clear that the devaluation and wounding articulated in SRV theory is as relevant to 
children in today’s educational sphere as it is, and has been, to devalued people in a variety of 
other contexts, for example, human services and the movement for deinstitutionalisation 
(Duffy, 2010). A particular advantage of using SRV in the schooling system, is the clarity 
that the theory is able to bring to the inclusive schooling context. One argument for the slow 
progress of inclusive education reform has been the lack of consensus about what ‘inclusion’ 
means (Graham & Spandagou, 2011); educational research (Graham & Sweller, 2011; Rix, 
2011) and commentary (e.g., Danforth & Jones, 2015; Slee, 2012) highlight the tenacity of 
traditional special education features (e.g., classification processes, segregation), persistent 
even in regular schools, unchanged yet relabelled as “inclusive education”. In contrast to the 
muddle of inclusive education definitions and the lack of agreement about what constitutes 
“disadvantage” in the regular versus special debate (see, for example, the discussion 
generated by Anastasiou et al., 2015), SRV theory makes clear the devaluation and wounding 
that students with intellectual disability are highly vulnerable to, and is able to expose and 
explicitly articulate the nature of the damage that is likely even when students are present in 
regular schools.  
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Ten Themes of SRV  
The value of SRV to this research is the deep insights the theory provides into, firstly, the 
impact of an intellectual disability diagnosis on the perceptions of those who make decisions 
on behalf of students, and, secondly, the devaluation that is more likely to occur because of 
those perceptions. As well as naming the wounding experiences, SRV goes deeply and 
expansively into how devaluation occurs, providing extensive commentary on the creation 
and perpetuation of devalued roles (also, how negative roles can be avoided and/or 
diminished and how positive roles can be attained and/or enhanced). Wolfensberger (1984) 
saw in the scientific evidence from many fields of social science research much that could 
explain the impact of disability on a person’s life experiences; he subsequently grounded 
SRV in generally accepted concepts and research findings from sociology, psychology, and 
pedagogy (Żółkowska, 2016). His explanation of the dynamics of devaluation/role 
valorization drew on numerous bodies of investigation, such as “role theory, learning theory, 
the function and power of social imagery, mind-sets and expectancies, group dynamics, the 
social and psychological processes involved in unconsciousness, the sociology of deviancy 
and so forth” (Osburn, 2006, p. 7). The fields of scholarship that provided empirical evidence 
for SRV (while researched without reference to SRV) are discussed and tabled by 
Wolfensberger (Wolfensberger, 2012, pp. 91-94) and provide the grounding for the theory’s 
propositions. From this firm footing in the social sciences, SRV brings together 10 themes 
(seven in an earlier formulation) which underlie SRV’s rationale (Wolfensberger, 2013). 
These 10 themes are suggested by Wolfensberger (2013) as considerations to guide how 
valued social roles may be identified and obtained, thereby affording some protection against 
social devaluation. They explain the theory of SRV, but do not in themselves constitute that 
theory; they are “a means to amplify and explain SRV’s account of social devaluation and the 
strategies to address it” (Race, 1999b, p. 103). Table 1 provides brief explanations of SRV’s 
10 themes taken directly from Wolfensberger (1998, 2013), illustrations of these themes in an 
educational context, and evidence from the current educational literature for the relevance of 
these themes. The importance of this Table is the positioning of the principles of SRV theory 
within the current educational context.  
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Table 1. SRV Themes and Devaluation in Schools (from Wolfensberger, 1998, 2013). 
 
SRV Theme with explanation from Wolfensberger 
(2013) 
 
Illustration of SRV theme in an educational context Examples of theme from the educational literature 
1.The Role of Unconsciousness 
“For a variety of reasons, human beings typically 
function with an extremely high degree of 
unconsciousness” (p.131). 
 
One explanation for the tension between inclusive policy 
and traditional special education practice has been the 
difficult nature of changing historic, largely unconscious 
views. 
 
- Slee (2012) referred to the ubiquitous nature of social 
exclusion, and the fact that exclusion has come to be seen 
as “natural; it is part of the order of things” (p. 897).  
- Mueller & Hindin (2011) reported on the unconscious 
transmission of negative attitudes and values towards 
students with disability from supervisory teachers to pre-
service teachers. 
 
2.The Dynamics and Relevance of Social Imagery 
“The process of image association is one of the most 
effective learning and behavioural control mechanisms 
known” (p.132). 
Negative messages about students with disability are 
conveyed in many various ways e.g., language used, 
symbols, imagery associated where children are taught, 
who teaches them, resources they use, activities they 
engage in. 
 
- Benincasa (2012) highlighted the negative imagery used 
by educational researchers in surveys about students with 
disability.  
- Language used by Zigmond and Kloo (2011) provides 
an example of how students with disability are firmly 
positioned in the medical/therapeutic realm. 
- Carrington, Allen, & Osmolowski (2007) used 
photographs to demonstrate the connection between 
visual imagery and student feelings/attitudes about 
inclusion. 
 
3.The Power of Mind-sets and Expectancies 
“What one party expects that another party is like, or 
expects will or will not happen, or believes that a party 
can or cannot do, will strongly influence what the first 
party will even perceive, what sorts of opportunities it 
will afford to the other, and so on” (p.133). 
 
Mindsets are associated with innate and/ or learned 
beliefs that, by their nature, are not easily swayed by 
facts. In such a way, intellectual disability has deep-
seated links with low/negative expectations. 
- Evidence of the continued low academic expectations 
for students with intellectual disability (Courtade et al., 
2012). 
- Glazzard (2011, p. 62) concluded that “fixed identities” 
are imposed on students with disability and that these 
identities perpetuate failure.  
-Santoli, Sachs, Romey, & McClurg (2008) found that 
the majority of teachers did not believe that students with 
disabilities could be educated in regular classrooms. 
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4.The Relevance of Role Expectancy and Role 
Circularity 
“The social roles which people adopt or impose on each 
other are among the most powerful social influence and 
control methods … these dynamics are expressed in what 
is often informally referred to as a ‘self-fulfilling 
prophecy’” (p. 135). 
 
A special education student role raises expectations 
additional to those already associated with having an 
intellectual disability. Role expectancies (conveyed, for 
example, by being with special education teachers and 
students; by engaging in alternative, special programmes; 
and by spending the school day in special schools and 
classes) embed existing perceptions that children with 
intellectual disability need an atypical educational 
response. Children in special education student roles are 
likely to confirm a devalued status, and reinforce the 
original role perception. 
 
- Banerjee, Sundeen, Hutchinson, and Jackson (2016) 
found that students who had received early 
intervention/early childhood services (therefore were in 
the role of “special needs” student in pre-school years) 
spent less time in general classrooms at school. 
- Blum, Gutierrez & Peck (2015) provided a conceptual 
framework for inclusive education founded on socially 
valued roles, activities and settings. 
5.Personal Competency Enhancement, and the 
Developmental Model 
“One of the most powerful ways to increase the 
likelihood that people’s competencies will be enhanced is 
the adoption of the ‘developmental model’”( p. 137). 
When students have intellectual disability, opportunities 
for enhancing their competencies are likely to be absent 
or “watered down”. The lack of developmental 
opportunities and growth are linked with further 
devaluation (e.g., impoverishment of school experiences, 
unemployability later in life). 
 
- Lyons & Cassebohm (2012) noted the limited training 
in the pedagogy of the developmental model received by 
teachers of students with intellectual disability. 
- Pfahl & Powell (2011) reported the high number (80%) 
of students with disability that leave school with no 
credential to qualify for post school education. 
- Blum & Bakken (2010) highlighted the connection 
between disability (including intellectual disability), 
stereotypes and limited access to learning opportunities. 
 
6.The Concepts of Relevance, Potency, and Model 
Coherency of Measures and Services 
“[I]n order to be social role-valorizing, measures and 
services have to have the three characteristics of 
relevance, potency, and model coherency. Relevance 
means that the content addresses a major or significant 
need … potency means that whatever processes are 
employed should be the most effective and efficient … 
and the greatest model coherency would be derived from 
the real, primary, and urgent needs of the people to be 
served, and all of its process components would match 
harmoniously with each other and the content so as to 
facilitate effective address of those needs” (pp. 140-144). 
 
Incoherency in educational models is demonstrated when 
what the schooling system provides is 1] not relevant to 
the most pressing needs of students, and 2] is not 
provided in the most potent way (with the most intense 
and efficient use of resources); that is, not meeting 
students’ educational needs and/or not meeting 
educational needs in an efficient and powerful manner. 
- Carter et al. (2016, p. 210) portrayed a picture of 
students with disability “present in general classrooms 
without having a presence and enrolled without being 
meaningfully engaged”. 
- The National People with Disability and Carers Council 
(2009, p. 46) found systemic failure to meet the needs of 
students with disability, and described the education 
phase as “the wasted years”. 
- Ashby (2010) described the negative impact on students 
with disability when they were not supported and 
resourced to engage with learning in a meaningful way 
(e.g., through an appropriate communication device). 
- Carter, Asmus & Moss (2014) positioned rigor and 
relevance as vital elements of a framework for creating 
effective schools for students with severe disability. 
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7.The Importance of Interpersonal identification between 
Valued and Devalued People 
“One person sees another as being like him or herself, as 
having things in common; perhaps the person even sees 
him or herself in the other. The more people identify with 
each other, the more they are likely to want good things 
to happen to each other” (p. 147). 
 
When educational provision does not support students 
with intellectual disability to have contact and 
communication with students who do not have disability, 
then there is no opportunity to discover sufficient 
elements of a common humanity. Students who do not 
identify with one another will be less likely to seek good 
things for the student with intellectual disability. 
- Boyle et al. (2011) argued the importance of children 
learning together, so that children without disabilities 
learn to value others and see past the disability. 
- Rossetti (2012) stressed the importance of sustained 
interaction between students with and without disability, 
and in later research (2014, p. 311), the “shared humanity 
that leads to belonging and friendship”.  
- Carter et al. (2016) found that peer support 
arrangements resulted in increased academic engagement, 
and also increased social participation.  
 
8.The Pedagogic Power of Imitation, via Modeling and 
Interpersonal Identification 
“Imitation is one of the most powerful (potent) learning 
mechanisms known … one can capitalize upon the 
imitation dynamics in such a way that devalued people 
benefit in their images or competencies, and hence 
ultimately their roles” (p. 149). 
 
Much learning takes place informally e.g., through 
imitation. Students are more likely to imitate those 
perceived to be similar, therefore child models will be 
more effective than adult models. A special schooling 
system privileges the power of the specialist teacher over 
the power of imitating typically developing peers. Also, 
child models in segregated settings are similarly devalued 
students and present a high risk of devaluation from 
imitating poor social behaviour.  
- Mitchell (2014) argued the efficacy of peers learning 
from each other and provided evidence for several 
strategies (e.g., collaborative learning, peer tutoring) 
founded on this principle. 
- Shady, Luther, & Richman (2013) found that most 
teachers believed that inclusive classrooms provided 
positive role models for students with disabilities. 
- Theoharis & Causton (2014, p. 84) include “balanced 
classrooms” and “positive role models” in their plan for 
schoolwide inclusive reform. 
 
9.The Importance of Personal Social Integration and 
Valued Social Participation 
“[a] Valued participation, [b] with valued people [c] in 
valued activities that [d] take place in valued settings” 
(p. 151) 
It is an almost instinctive universal response to place 
distance between ourselves and what we don’t like—
students with intellectual disability are apt to be rejected 
and distantiated. Segregation, i.e., separation and 
congregation of students with intellectual disability, is 
both a result and cause of devaluation. 
 
- Extensive evidence for the distantiation of students with 
intellectual disability (e.g., NCID, 2013; Smith, 2010). 
- Extensive evidence for the benefits of participating in 
the typical curriculum, with typical peers, in typical 
schools (see, e.g., Cologon, 2013; Courtade et al., 2012). 
 
10. The “Conservatism Corollary” or the Concept of 
Positive Compensation for Devalued Status 
“[I]t is particularly important to positively compensate 
for a party’s impairment, devalued status, or what we 
call ‘heightened vulnerability’” (p. 153). 
 
It is highly likely that all students with intellectual 
disability have experienced some degree of wounding. 
Great care must be taken by educators/ families not to 
make things worse but to positively compensate for past 
and potential wounding. Some conditions that are 
ordinary or normative may be insufficient to address 
particular wounds. Some approaches/experiences that 
may be appropriate for typical students may be less so for 
students with intellectual disability (e.g., working with 
younger students). 
- The observation by Siperstein et al. (2007) that 
knowledge about a child’s disability enables others to 
make accommodations for that child. 
- Rossetti’s conclusion (2014) that physical presence is 
not enough to ensure positive social interactions; because 
of the high risk of social isolation, intentional 
intervention is necessary. 
- Dempsey (2014) recognises the affirmative action that 
is necessary to prevent the repetition of past injustices to 
students with disability. 
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How SRV Theory Contributes to our Understanding of Educational Disadvantage 
The detail with which Wolfensberger (1998) outlines the dynamics of devaluation has the potential 
to raise consciousness about the impact of intellectual disability on school life for those diagnosed 
thus. As demonstrated above, an SRV framework identifies in great depth what can be seen to 
constitute disadvantage (in the midst of varying views in the inclusive education literature about 
what comprises disadvantage; see, for example, Forbes, 2007), how disadvantage is enacted, and 
why this disadvantage occurs. To summarise the principles raised in Table 1—substituting the term 
“devaluation” for “disadvantage”—SRV theory can be used to posit that being diagnosed with 
intellectual disability puts children at risk of devaluation because intellectual disability is not a 
characteristic that is valued in schools. When students are labelled with intellectual disability, 
therefore, it is likely they will be perceived in negative ways (which is not to say that they aren’t 
personally liked and valued by their parents and teachers), accorded devalued roles, and will 
experience subsequent wounding as a result of these devalued roles. As a consequence of 
devaluation, students with intellectual disability are less likely to experience the good things of 
schooling life than those who do not have this diagnosis. The 10 dynamics identified by SRV 
explain, and contribute to, the devaluation and wounding that is likely to occur when students have 
intellectual disability, that is, the disadvantage they experience; these include: the unconsciousness 
of teachers and parents regarding the dynamics of devaluation (and therefore how they themselves 
unknowingly contribute to devaluation and/or are not aware of what is wounding); the power of the 
negative imagery associated with intellectual disability (e.g., the messages that are conveyed about 
students through language and other symbolism); the deeply embedded negative perceptions about 
intellectual disability (e.g., low expectations for learning, unconscious associations between 
intellectual disability and segregation); the influence of existing devalued roles such as “special 
education student” on perceptions, mind-sets and expectancies; educational approaches which 
presume a student’s lack of capacity when they have intellectual disability; educational programmes 
that are not relevant to students’ needs, and/or not delivered in a potent or coherent manner; the 
presumption that students with intellectual disability have little in common with typical peers and 
consequently the lack of opportunities for engagement between them; the separation of students 
with intellectual disability from the good role modelling of typical students; the belief that students 
with intellectual disability belong in special, separate places OR acceptance of students in regular 
schools without welcoming/valuing their presence; and insufficient attention paid to the address of, 
and compensation for, typical wounds. The final six themes above are phrased with a positive 
leaning in the SRV texts; with this orientation they can be seen as strategies for valorising a student. 
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They have been phrased from a devaluing rather than a valuing perspective here in accordance with 
the context of this research.  
The application of an SRV lens to the educational evidence discussed in Chapter Two offers 
deep insights into the dynamics that impact on a child’s school life when s/he has an intellectual 
disability. Wolfensberger’s analysis brings to consciousness the many facets of devaluation that 
often lie unnoticed and unchallenged. An SRV framework offers raised awareness of the dynamics 
that shape perceptions and actions, and clarity around the disadvantage to be addressed. How this 
framework sits within an inclusive education context, however, is an important question, because 
inclusion is the philosophy of current influence in schooling for children with disability (ACARA, 
2016a; Boyle & Sharma, 2015; Queensland Government, 2016c). SRV and inclusive education, as 
approaches to understanding the educational experiences of students with intellectual disability, 
have significant commonalities but also important differences. To argue for the usefulness of an 
SRV framework to this research while staying true to the goal of inclusive education reform, as this 
thesis aims to do, requires that the tensions and harmonies between the two approaches be 
considered. The relationship between the two will be explored in the following section. It will be 
argued that, while inclusive education offers a socially just, values-based vision for a good school 
life for children with intellectual disability, SRV theory offers insights into the threats to that vision, 
and emphasises the impact of valued social roles on attaining the good things in a school life. 
Tensions/Harmonies between SRV and the Philosophy of Educational Inclusion  
There are numerous references in the academic literature that acknowledge the legacy of 
Normalization/SRV in inclusive education reform (e.g., Berlach & Chambers, 2011; Foreman, 
2014; Zigmond & Kloo, 2011). Race et al. (2005) argued that the social model of disability has 
much in common with SRV, and that there would be value in a dialogue of practice between the 
two approaches. Similarly, there are benefits in an exchange of ideas between inclusive education—
which “stems from a socio-cultural view of disability” (Bourke, 2010, p. 184) and SRV theory. As 
Race et al. suggested, the practicalities of implementing inclusive education “could be assisted by 
the insights of SRV” (p. 519). 
Because there have been so many interpretations of educational “inclusion”, discussion on the 
topic necessitates an explanatory prologue. The view of inclusive education that will be used in the 
following discussion is that subscribed to in the United Nations CRPD (United Nations, 2006), 
whose 24th Article declares that “Persons with disabilities are not excluded from the general 
education system education on the basis of disability”. More specifically “all individuals, regardless 
of exceptionality, are entitled to the opportunity to be included in regular classroom environments 
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while receiving the supports necessary to facilitate accessibility to both environment and 
information” (Shyman, 2015, p. 351). 
The Points of Harmony between Inclusive Philosophy and SRV 
The strongest tie between the philosophy of inclusive education and SRV theory is a shared focus 
on the disadvantage that students with intellectual disability experience and a shared goal of 
addressing that disadvantage. Both approaches acknowledge the criticality of students being 
wanted/welcome as a feature of strategies of redress, and note that it is not just students with 
intellectual disability who are marginalised, excluded/devalued in schools. I would also argue that 
both approaches recognise that it is societal views of intellectual disability that set in motion the 
disadvantage that students experience—the social, cognitive, and physical barriers in the learning 
environment (in the case of inclusive education), and perceptions associated with the label of 
intellectual disability (in the case of SRV).  
Although the language differs, “inclusion”, as described above, and SRV’s “personal social 
integration and valued social participation” (Theme 9, Table 1) have been described as similar 
concepts (Lemay, 2006). Both offer a vision of a good school life, and in this way the goals of SRV 
are “not dissimilar to the goals of ‘inclusion’, if that term is taken beyond a narrow version 
involving physical inclusion” (Race et al., 2005, p. 512). Perhaps, due to the complexity of the 
concepts of “inclusion” and “social integration”, both inclusive education and SRV have been 
subject to misinterpretation, for example, the equation of “inclusion” with simple physical 
“placement … in regular school classes” (Wolfensberger, 1998, p. 124), and the association of 
“typical/valued” in SRV theory with “normalising” children (Culham & Nind, 2003). 
Discussions in the literature illustrate the applicability of SRV principles to current inclusive 
education debates. Blum and Bakken (2010), for example, discussed at length, but without specific 
reference to SRV, the SRV principle of the power of mindsets and expectancies. The authors’ 
argument regarding disability labels, preconceived notions of teachers, and the impact of 
unconscious views of disability on the teaching and learning that is offered to a student runs parallel 
to the argument of Wolfensberger (1998). Previously, Siperstein et al. (2007) also made the 
connection between perceptions of students and teacher action. Blum et al. (2015, p. 15) have 
recently grounded a conceptual framework for inclusive education in the argument that “increased 
access and participation in socially valued roles, activities, and settings are both the most 
fundamental goals of the inclusive education process and also the primary means” by which these 
goals are attained. The links to core concepts of SRV theory are abundantly clear. Additionally, 
Slee’s (2012) discussion about the ubiquitousness of exclusion is a reminder of the dynamics of 
unconsciousness that were expounded by Wolfensberger (1983) almost 30 years prior. 
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The Tensions between Inclusive Philosophy and SRV 
In some ways it is difficult to compare inclusion with SRV. Wolfensberger (1985) makes the 
distinction between higher order world views/value systems, through which individuals make 
decisions about who is and isn’t valued, and scientific-theoretical frameworks through which 
phenomena are explained. Descriptions of inclusive education suggest that it is a philosophical 
construct (Van Walleghem & Lutfiyya, 2013), with links to a value system (Timmons, 2006), social 
justice concerns (Shyman, 2015) and moral imperatives (Biklen, 2015; Kenworthy & Whittaker, 
2000). Wolfensberger’s writings (e.g., 1985, 1998, 2012) suggest that SRV falls into the latter 
category, and aims, through the use of multiple social science theories, to explain and address the 
phenomena of devaluation. In spite of these differences, it is important to this thesis to attempt an 
investigation of the differences between the two approaches in order to argue for the value of SRV 
in an “inclusive education” context.  
Some basic points of difference between inclusion and SRV were outlined by Wolfensberger 
and Thomas (1999). These provide a starting point for understanding the underlying differences 
between the two approaches. Inclusion, for example, is primarily (and perhaps solely) concerned 
with ways in which students are excluded or “left out”, while SRV is concerned with ways in which 
a student is valued or devalued (of which being excluded is only one feature). Inclusive education 
pursues a good school life primarily (and perhaps solely) through inclusion, while SRV pursues the 
redress for disadvantage/devaluation through a wide range of media that have the potential to 
valorise a child’s school roles. Inclusion focuses on what is ordinary, while SRV aims for students 
to partake in ordinary and valued things. Both inclusion and SRV acknowledge the importance of 
being wanted and welcome. Some advocates of inclusion, however, demand presence as a right 
(see, for example, Harpur, 2012) while SRV theory, on the other hand, is clear that true integration 
only happens voluntarily. Similarly, while inclusive philosophy aims for presence for all in all parts 
of school life, SRV aims for valued participation (and recognises that there might be circumstances 
under which this is unlikely to happen). A critical point of difference is that, while inclusive 
philosophy has little to offer those students who are in separate school settings (e.g., in a special 
education unit) except to note and lament their exclusion, according to SRV theory, even if a 
student is in a separate class or unit, a lot can be done to valorise their social roles and improve the 
likelihood of good things happening at school. In addition to the views of Wolfensberger and 
Thomas (1999) on the contrasts between the approaches, other core differences have been 
described; for example, that inclusive education is firmly grounded in a social model of disability 
(e.g., Bourke, 2010) in contrast to the view that SRV has its roots in a deficit view of disability 
(e.g., Danforth & Jones, 2015). Additionally, while inclusive education is viewed as an approach 
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through which all students fit in a diverse and accommodating school culture (e.g., Slee, 2011), 
SRV has been viewed as “assimilationist” in that students are required to fit in with an existing 
school culture. These views could perhaps be contested; a deeper discussion on some of the 
contentious issues now follows. 
Differences in How SRV and Inclusive Education Respond to Diversity 
Slee (2011) described SRV as undermining inclusion, that is, he argued a vision of education where 
differences between students are embraced not “normalised”, and all students are welcomed as 
integral parts of an inclusive school culture, just how they are; difference itself is valued. While 
SRV would not deny the relevance or virtue of that vision, it uses social science theory to explain 
that it is the underlying nature of human beings, and a product of our unconsciousness about the 
dynamics of devaluation, to make judgements and to value/devalue others. SRV does not comment 
on whether or not someone should or shouldn’t be allowed to be who they are, or that they 
shouldn’t be valued for who they are; it merely explains that if “how a student is” is not in line with 
the valued ways of being a student at any one time or place or school, then that student is less likely 
to get the good things of school life and is more likely to be treated badly (Wolfensberger, 1995). 
The implication is that there will always be groups of students vulnerable to exclusion and that true 
inclusion is impossible. It could be contended that, in spite of arguments to the contrary, the 
literature on inclusive education also alludes to this dynamic. Booth, Ainscow, and Dyson (1997) 
wrote of inclusion as an ongoing process, rather than an end product or event. More recently, 
Graham and Sweller (2011) demonstrated the shifting nature of exclusion and concluded that who is 
rejected by the school system is subject to change and the product of societal views at any one time. 
Nonetheless, a significant difference between the two approaches seems to lie in the role that 
attitudes and beliefs play and this difference will now be explored in more depth. 
Different Approaches to Values, Beliefs, and Attitudes 
The drive for inclusion is founded on value judgments (see Malaquias, 2014) and issues of social 
justice (Shyman, 2015). It cannot be implemented without parents and teachers operating from an 
inclusive values base; one cannot make someone be inclusive. Inclusive education is a vision and a 
process (Blum et al., 2015); its goal is for students to be included, and the way their circumstances 
are changed, and a good school life is crafted, is through including them. SRV, however, does not 
make a value judgment about what should or shouldn’t happen to people (Wolfensberger, 1998). It 
can, however, describe the dynamics of a school’s response when a student has an intellectual 
disability, and explain the connection between school practice and what happens to students as a 
result of how they are “served” by the school. Consequently, it could be argued that a core 
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difference between the two approaches is that inclusive philosophy relies on people to change their 
attitudes and beliefs, while SRV is founded on the understanding that many unhelpful attitudes and 
beliefs are deeply unconscious and so are difficult (maybe impossible) to change. Both, however, 
offer strategies for influencing attitudes. For example, inclusive education research suggests that 
experiences with, and connections to, people with disability can influence attitudes for the better 
(Praisner, 2003). Presence with valued others is also a component of the strategies that SRV offers 
regarding attitudinal change; however, it is a student’s socially valued roles that are predicted to 
have the most powerful impact on the attitudes of others. SRV offers a suite of strategies to valorise 
a person’s social roles (see Table 1 above), and extensive analysis of how this process has the 
potential to influence attitudes and perceptions.  
Different Views on Presence as a Strategy for Addressing Disadvantage 
Inclusion has physical presence in neighbourhood schools at its core; a prerequisite for welcome, 
friends, and participation (Forlin et al., 2013). Although presence on its own is not enough to ensure 
inclusion (Anderson & Boyle, 2015), it is the foundational strategy for addressing disadvantage and 
achieving an optimal school life. Students are either included or they are not (although there are 
different interpretations of what this means). Similar to inclusive education philosophy, SRV’s 
“personal social integration and valued social participation” also refers to physical presence as only 
one element in addressing disadvantage, and recognises that other elements are critical (e.g., valued 
participation). SRV, however, offers ways in which students’ roles can be valorised and perceptions 
of students enhanced even when they are not physically present in regular schools/classes. Being 
with valued others is critical, for example (even if not in the same school/class), as is participating 
in valued activities (even if these do not happen with valued others); having other valued roles; 
developing competencies; and enhancing a person’s image in other ways.  
In summary, while SRV and the philosophy of inclusive education share some underlying 
themes, there are important differences between them in how the disadvantage experienced by 
students can be explained (and addressed). Inclusive education philosophy focuses on a hostile and 
unaccommodating school environment, while SRV theory calls attention to the experiences of 
individual students, more specifically, their devalued roles. The importance of socially valued roles 
would likely be acknowledged by advocates of inclusion (e.g., Blum et al., 2015); however the 
concept of valued roles is usually not explicit in inclusive rhetoric. An important point of difference 
is that inclusion seeks to establish a “new” norm while SRV uses existing norms (i.e., what is 
valued in the existing community—socially valued roles, valued people; valued activities, valued 
places etc.) to address disadvantage. I would argue that for a student to experience educational 
“inclusion”, socially valued roles (and the associated SRV principles) are key. Contrary to an 
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inclusive education argument founded on entitlement, according rights is an “empty exercise, if it is 
done involuntarily and without an equivalent values-base” (Mann, 2012, p. 18). The legislated 
prerogative of parents to decide on a regular school enrolment will not protect children from harm if 
attention is not paid to valorising their school roles.  
Conclusion: The Contribution that SRV Theory can make to Understanding the Disadvantage 
Experienced by Students with Intellectual Disability  
One strength of SRV theory is its capacity to make conscious the typically unconscious dynamics of 
devaluation and wounding. This is an important contribution given the current uncertainty 
surrounding the question of what is “best” for students with intellectual disability. Differences in 
opinion about special and inclusive education, and in understandings of the meaning of inclusion 
(Forlin et al., 2013), have led to competing views about what constitutes disadvantage, equivocal 
beliefs about the role of special schools, and inconsistencies in how students are served. This 
educational confusion can mask the reality of student experience and hinder efforts to address the 
educational disadvantage that students with intellectual disability are so vulnerable to. While SRV 
does not comment on what it refers to as non-programmatic issues such as public expectations of 
the education system, it does offer a tool with which ongoing devaluation in schools can be 
exposed, and a framework for understanding the unconscious dynamics that influence decision-
making when a student has an intellectual disability. It can provide particularly helpful insights into 
why special schools persist within schooling systems that are guided by inclusive education 
rhetoric, and the likely impact of such school settings on the students who are segregated there. 
SRV can also provide a window into the impact of a child’s disability on parental decision-making; 
Chapter Four looks through that window and explores the use of SRV theory in a family context. 
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Chapter 4 
Parental Hopes for Their Children’s School Lives 
 
It has been established in Chapter Two as a premise of this thesis, that segregated schooling 
constitutes disadvantage to students with intellectual disability. Using SRV theory to investigate 
that disadvantage more deeply, Chapter Three concluded that separating students on the basis of a 
disability both results from, and is the cause of, devaluation and wounding (both at an individual 
and a systemic level). One justification for the maintenance of a separate schooling system for 
students with intellectual disabilities is that this type of schooling is what some parents want 
(Jenkinson, 1998). It has been argued that parents have been instrumental in systemic decisions to 
preserve special schooling (McMenamin, 2011) and it is very clear that some parents do prefer 
special school enrolment (see, for example, Carr, 2005; CDA, 2012; Runswick-Cole, 2008) or 
decide on such an enrolment even when they see the benefits of inclusion (de Boer et al., 2010). 
That parents would intentionally make harmful enrolment decisions or be incapable of making good 
decisions on behalf of their children is not the contention of this thesis. While it cannot be assumed 
that parents only act with the good of their children in mind, or that parents are incapable of harm, it 
is safe to suppose that most parents will not want their children to be disadvantaged and will not 
subordinate their child’s interests to their own (Bast & Walberg, 2004).  
The intersection between parental authority and the persistence of special schooling has 
always raised a dilemma for me. I believe in the right and capacity of parents to make good 
schooling decisions but have also been convinced by inclusive education arguments and SRV theory 
that separating children on the basis of disability is harmful to the children themselves and also to 
the educational and wider community. Reconciling the two poses a problem. Writing about this 
dilemma now brings to mind a chance meeting I had many years ago when I unexpectedly ran into 
a friend in the street. I was late for an appointment so couldn’t stop to talk for long. In our brief 
encounter I was taken aback to hear that my friend had moved her son out of the local Catholic 
primary school where he had been a student for a number of years and enrolled him at the special 
school. I knew that things hadn’t always been easy but also knew my friend’s commitment to 
inclusion. I was dismayed by the news and haunted by that encounter for the remainder of the day. 
This was not my only friend who made such a decision. As the school years rolled by, such moves 
were not uncommon and I have had many long, deep, and often emotional discussions about school 
and children and “what is best”. Those conversations stay with me today and I can sense my 
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friends looking over my shoulder as I write these words. I feel the love and commitment they have 
for their children, the enormous conflict they felt about school enrolment decisions, and above all, 
their overwhelming desire to do what was best and to protect their children from harm.  
Understanding the sort of school life parents want for their children and why they would 
choose to transfer to a special school in spite of entitlement to, and enrolment in, a regular school 
underlies the purpose of this research. Resolving the tension between the authority and entitlement 
of parents to make enrolment decisions and the assertion that a decision to go to special schools is 
disadvantageous to their children (and hinders inclusive education reform) is a critical undertaking 
in the context of that research aim. An investigation of that tension is the focus of this chapter. SRV 
theory will again be used; this time to explain the impact of devaluation on parental views, 
expectations, and decision-making when children have intellectual disability. But first, the case for 
parental authority in schooling decisions needs to be established. What is already known about 
parents’ desires for their children’s schooling and their decision-making in that regard must also be 
discussed. This chapter commences by fulfilling those tasks. 
Parental Authority 
Parents are accorded a position of power in their children’s lives. Kendrick (1996, July) contends 
that this authority stems from a number of sources, including parents’ love for their children, their 
knowledge of their children over the long term, and from having to live with the consequences of 
decisions that are made on their children’s behalf. As opposed to the broader perspective of schools 
held by bureaucrats, parents’ more intimate knowledge of their children is a legitimate source of 
their right to a place in educational debates (Bast & Walberg, 2004). Parents are “prominent 
stakeholders in their children’s upbringing” (Fung & Lam, 2012, p. 34), and their involvement in 
their children’s education is considered by some to be not only a right but a necessary ingredient of 
effective education (e.g., de Boer et al., 2010; Lindsay & Dockrell, 2004). The benefits of 
collaboration with parents in educational matters are clear, particularly when children have a 
disability (Carrington & Robinson, 2006), and it is common for education policy rhetoric to 
acknowledge the importance of parents as partners in the business of education (see, for example, 
Gasteiger-Klicpera et al., 2013; Lamb, 2009; Queensland Government, 2014). 
While parents are accorded considerable authority in education rhetoric and academic 
discussion, my own experience and that of other parents I have met suggests that it takes 
considerable effort and even courage to claim that power, particularly if a parent is hoping for 
inclusion. I recall many late nights and hours at the computer drafting letters and planning my line 
of argument for a difficult meeting ahead in which I hoped to put forward a view that I knew would 
challenge my educational “partners”. One particular meeting I recall early in Jack’s schooling 
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showed me very quickly, but also quietly and “respectfully” where the power lay. I had attempted to 
raise (also respectfully) my concerns about the large amounts of time that Jack appeared to be 
separate from his classmates. Firmly and kindly I was told that the school “was doing everything 
they could and could do no more”; if I felt that more was needed I was very welcome to look 
elsewhere for a suitable school. I learnt very early on not to rock the boat and know, now, that I 
was not alone in being taught that lesson. A number of researchers who have reported on the 
parent-professional relationship (e.g., Hodge & Runswick‐Cole, 2008; Lalvani, 2015) have also 
come to the conclusion that the education/school system is a formidable force to contend with and 
that, in the end, the balance of power is not equal. Negotiating how to claim one’s authority as a 
parent while maintaining healthy and positive relationships with school staff is an ongoing dance of 
diplomacy. Sometimes we are in time and the movement is rhythmic and fluid; at other times we are 
out of sync and stand on each other’s toes. Never, though, do we forget who is taking the lead. 
What Parents Want Out of Schooling for their Children 
As authorities on their children’s lives, even if that authority is sometimes difficult to claim, parents 
are well placed to contribute to discussions on addressing the educational disadvantage that students 
with intellectual disability currently experience. Parents’ viewpoints on what sort of school life they 
want for their children—what they feel would constitute an “optimal school life”—are critical to 
change efforts in this regard. Different parents may have very different views about what is best for 
their children (CDA, 2012); the literature, however, indicates particular themes, many of which 
centre on the qualities that parents look for in a school.  
These themes indicate that parents look for effective schools that can provide a quality 
education (Weidner & Herrington, 2006; Wooster & Parnell, 2006). They prioritise schools that can 
provide appropriate support and classroom conditions; for example, smaller class sizes (Weidner & 
Herrington); skilful teachers (Elkins, van Kraayenoord, & Jobling, 2003); a good educational fit for 
their child’s needs (Byrne, 2013); and appropriate learning programmes (Jenkinson, 1998). Practical 
matters are also important to parents; for example, schools in the local neighbourhood (Hotulainen 
& Takala, 2014) where siblings and friends are enrolled (Morton & McMenamin, 2009). School 
culture is another priority, with parents looking for “good, honest and open communication” (Lamb, 
2009, p. 40), a safe environment (Jenkinson, 1998), and a culture of welcome (Malaquias, 2014). 
Research indicates that when a child has a disability, parents place particular emphasis on school 
attitudes towards inclusion (de Boer et al., 2010). The deliberation between regular or special 
schooling is an ongoing consideration in school choice when children have intellectual disability 
(see, for example, the discussion by CDA, 2012).  
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Parental Decision-Making when their Children have an Intellectual Disability 
The right of parents to choose a special or a regular school is a legal provision in some countries 
(see, for example, the discussion in Gasteiger-Klicpera et al., 2013) and a policy feature in others 
(e.g., Altrichter, Bacher, Beham, Nagy, & Wetzelhütter, 2011; Burgess, Greaves, Vignoles, & 
Wilson, 2011). Although recognition of parental choice has been widely validated (see, for 
example, Jenkinson, 1998; Morton & McMenamin, 2009), for several reasons, the authority of 
parental choice regarding school enrolment is not always easily claimed.  
First, while rhetoric may zealously defend parental choice, the position of parents of children 
with disability in the process of decision-making has, in reality, been one of disempowerment 
(Rogers, 2007). As Jenkinson (2001) observed, how much say parents actually have is questionable; 
enrolment decisions can be largely a matter of “placement” rather than choice, and attempts to 
influence parents in their selection of schools are not uncommon. It may be difficult for parents to 
fully realise their legal and policy “rights” (Gasteiger-Klicpera et al., 2013).  
Second, parental choice is not just an issue of deciding between one school and another “as 
this assumes that there are straightforward, easily-compared outcomes that would govern such a 
choice” (Macleod, Pirrie, McCluskey, & Cullen, 2013, p. 3). The process of school choice is a 
complicated one for parents and this is particularly so when a child has a disability. For parents of 
typically developing children, choice will be subject to a number of issues, but for parents of 
children with disability, there are many more considerations (Wooster & Parnell, 2006), for 
example, the option of special settings, as just discussed. 
Third, there is the interesting dynamic of parents who show strong support for the general 
concept of inclusion, but who have decided against an inclusive enrolment for their own child (de 
Boer et al., 2010). A desire for their children’s needs to be met in a safe and caring environment 
(Jenkinson, 1998), combined with “complex and conflicting views about the policy and practice of 
inclusion” (Runswick-Cole, 2008, p. 176) may lead to “choices” that perhaps reflect not so much an 
ideological position but a pragmatic response to less-than-perfect schooling systems (Runswick-
Cole). Elkins (2002) observed that parents may support the vision of inclusion but choose the 
certainty of special education over the uncertainty of a regular enrolment. 
It is evident that the reality of decision-making for parents is not well understood (Morton & 
McMenamin, 2009). It could also be argued that the right of parents to choose schools for their 
children does not, in itself, guarantee the optimal school life that parents seek; it can be difficult to 
judge when a choice is a wise one and when a choice is “ill-informed” (Jackson, 2011, p. 938). 
While not well understood, parental choice is a critical consideration given that it is used as an 
argument in defence of segregated schooling. It has been noted that parental choice can impact 
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policy development (Wilson, 2010) and also the public good (Olson Beal & Munro Hendry, 2012). 
Indeed it has been asserted that parental views have both progressed inclusive education (de Boer et 
al.) and protected special schooling options (McMenamin, 2011). 
To summarise, the decision-making process of parents, particularly for children with 
intellectual disability, is a complex issue. Parents are acknowledged as authorities but are not 
necessarily granted that authority. They are experts in their children’s lives but are subject to power 
imbalances and the influence of professional opinion. The task of school choice is complicated in 
itself but is complicated further by the additional considerations parents must attend to when their 
child has an intellectual disability (e.g., regular or special school). Parents’ views impact on 
systemic decisions, for example, the progress of inclusive education reform, and are therefore 
significant to wider arenas than just their own families. Understanding parental decision-making 
regarding school enrolment, then, becomes an important task. Chapter Three used SRV theory to 
guide a deeper investigation of the disadvantage that students with intellectual disability experience 
in the school system. SRV will now be used to explore the dynamics of parental decision-making 
on behalf of a child who is devalued. 
SRV and Families 
While much of the discussion above will apply to all parents and their decision-making on behalf of 
their children, views and decision-making about regular or special schooling is of concern primarily 
to those parents whose children have intellectual disability. The additional consideration of separate 
schooling raises tensions between parental authority to make this choice, the disadvantage that 
special schooling presents, and efforts for inclusive education as mandated by policy and 
legislation. In an attempt to address at least some of these tensions in the discussion to follow, SRV 
will be used to offer insights into the impact on parents’ expectations for schooling when their 
children have an intellectual disability, and specifically, why they might value separate, special 
school settings. Although typically used in regard to service design and implementation, SRV is 
also relevant to families (Osburn, 2006), and can explain the impact of disability on family 
decisions (Sherwin, 2014). Parents, like everyone else, are subject to the dynamics that SRV 
outlines, and their expectations have an association with their children’s school experiences 
(Banerjee et al., 2016). Examples of how SRV theory relates to parents’ schooling expectations for 
their children with intellectual disability are presented in the following sections; SRV themes 
introduced in Table 1 (Chapter Three) that are particularly pertinent to families and to preferences 
for special schooling will be discussed. 
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Unconsciousness (Theme 1) 
It can be safely assumed that when a child with intellectual disability comes into the family, many 
parents will have had little personal experience with someone with intellectual disability, and may 
know little to nothing about disability generally. How parents perceive their child’s disability—how 
they make sense of the disability itself and how they envisage the future for their child—will 
therefore be strongly dependent on unconscious societal messages about disability; that is, the roles 
in which they have seen people with intellectual disability, the images portrayed in the media 
regarding disability, and so forth (Malaquias, 2014 illustrates this dynamic in reflections on her 
son’s birth). Slee (2012) discussed the pervasiveness of the unconscious beliefs that influence 
societal perceptions and practice, and contemplated the “multiplicity of messages” (p. 902) about 
disability that he received as a child. 
A school’s legacy includes values as well as knowledge and skills (Ministerial Council on 
Education, Employment, Training and Youth Affairs, 2008); just so, school communities play an 
important role in communicating messages about disability (Siperstein et al., 2007). Indeed, this is 
one of the arguments for inclusive schooling—to convey to future generations a different set of 
values to those that have perpetuated exclusion in the past (Kenworthy & Whittaker, 2000). It is 
likely that, through their own schooling experiences and through the presence of a special schooling 
option, many parents have unconsciously received the message that their children with intellectual 
disability will not be able to learn in regular schools but will need their own separate schooling 
system; that there are places where children “like theirs” belong.   
SRV offers extensive explanation about the way such unconscious messages are conveyed. 
For example, at diagnosis, the language used by professionals and the advice they offer will embed 
or challenge a parent’s own underlying views of the disability label. As a child moves through the 
pre-school years, messages about the child and their disability are further communicated by the 
places children go and where they spend their time (e.g., hospitals, therapy clinics versus regular 
kindergartens); social juxtapositions and groupings (e.g., other sick/disabled children versus regular 
peers); language used about their children (e.g., low expectations, disability language versus 
positive, typical language); and activities they are directed to (e.g., specialist activities versus 
typical activities for the age group). 
In this way, SRV explains how parents’ beliefs about what is educationally appropriate for 
their children with intellectual disability are shaped, and how, in spite of inclusive education 
reform, the deeply unconscious views that disability requires separate settings remain potent. The 
observation that once a view is held, we ignore or reject anything that threatens those views 
(McDevitt & Ormrod, 2008) holds true in this context. In spite of evidence to the contrary, such as 
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that described in Chapter Two, parents might continue to believe that special schools are the best 
option for children with disabilities. 
The Power of Mindsets and Expectancies (Theme 3) 
SRV proposes that what parents expect their children to be like, or suppose will/won’t happen, or 
believe their children can/can’t do will have a strong impact on what they hope for in their 
children’s schooling (Wolfensberger, 1998). Just as parents’ mindsets about their children, that is, 
their “expectations about what should happen in any situation” (Race, 1999b, p. 120) can be 
unconsciously formed through a child’s growing years, so too, can the power of those mindsets 
unconsciously contribute to the devaluation that occurs when parents seek to distance their children 
from typical places, people and activities. 
As established earlier in this chapter, parental right to authority is not in doubt; parents’ views 
are critical in the educational domain. I do not question that most parents have their children’s 
welfare at heart, and agree with Bast and Walberg (2004) that parents will seek to optimise their 
children’s experience of school. What I would argue, however, is that the deep unconsciousness of 
devaluation posited by SRV applies to parents also; parents, like educators and service providers, 
are likely to be unaware of the dynamics of devaluation, and of the impact of their own deeply 
rooted beliefs about disability. While wanting the best for their children, parents can be swayed by 
entrenched beliefs and associations between disability and segregation, thereby making decisions 
unaware of the potential impact of those decisions. The power of mindsets and expectancies is that 
they are entrenched in deep-seated beliefs and so are often “not susceptible to alteration by ‘the 
facts’” (Race, 1999b, p. 120). Scientific “evidence” about the impact of special schooling might not 
be enough to sway parents’ beliefs about what is best for their children. 
The Relevance of Role Expectancy and Role Circularity (Theme 4) 
SRV posits that with an intellectual disability diagnosis, children are likely to be accorded 
traditional devalued roles (see Appendix A for a list of these roles, and Chapter Three for relevant 
discussion). In summary, a diagnosis of an intellectual disability puts children at risk of being seen 
as: other than human, that is, not assuming the same rights as other children; a threat to other 
children and to the school profile; tragic; a burden; a recipient of charity; an eternal child; a medical 
problem; as trivium; in death related roles; and so on. 
Some of these devalued roles are accorded by parents themselves (albeit, perhaps, 
unconsciously) and subsequently lead to a desire for special schooling. For example, parents can see 
their child as a burden on the regular system (e.g., as in a study reported by Byrne, 2013); as 
someone who is in need of protection and safety (rather than growth, risk-taking)(e.g., Lalvani, 
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2015); as sick and in need of medical attention/therapy (rather than education)(see, for example, the 
strong emphasis on therapy in Cook & Swain, 2001); and as an object of pity who would “suffer” in 
the regular school (e.g., Connor, 1997). 
Some of these roles are accorded by others and it is in the fear of, and the witness to these 
roles, that parents’ confidence regarding a typical school life can be undermined. For example, the 
role of trivium whereby children are not taken seriously, or parents fear that children will be 
ridiculed (as described by Uba & Nwoga, 2016); the role of menace; and even through death 
making roles, for example, community debates about euthanasia for people with disability (e.g., 
Schwartz & Lutfiyya, 2009) and the unspoken message that children are better off dead than having 
a disability. Children with intellectual disability can experience multiple devalued roles 
(Wolfensberger, 1998) and can subsequently be treated worse for suspected or real offenses than 
typical children; those in valued roles are likely to be judged less harshly. Race (1999b) argued that 
it is “the pervasiveness of the role ascriptions that does the most damage” (p. 63) and “in 
combination they can amount to a life defining devalued identity” (p. 65).  
The expectancy associated with most of these devalued roles is that a child will need to be 
distanced from typical children, places and activities, either for their own good or for the good of 
others; for example, the role of eternal child carries the expectation of being kept safely away; and 
the role of menace carries the expectation of being locked up. SRV theory also explains that when a 
child is perceived in a certain role and is treated accordingly, they are likely to act in a way that 
embeds the original perception, similar to the dynamic associated with a “self-fulfilling prophecy”. 
Accounts in the National Disability Rights Network report (2009) attest to this dynamic; for 
example, children who are locked up because they are perceived to be a menace are likely to scream 
and bang on the door (p. 16), fulfilling the expectancy of the menace role and confirming the 
original perception of the child. Similarly, once a child is accorded the role of “special school 
student”, the role itself is firmly established through markers such as with whom children go to 
school and what activities they engage in. The role creates its own expectancies which in turn 
embed original parental perceptions about the need for a special school enrolment.  
Personal Social Integration and Valued Social Participation (Theme 9)  
Wolfensberger (1998, p. 123) defines “personal social integration and valued social participation” 
as “(a) valued participation, (b) with valued people, (c) in valued activities that (d) take place in 
valued settings”. As discussed in Chapter Three, this theme has clear associations with the goal of 
inclusive education and is therefore particularly relevant to the research topic and to this chapter’s 
investigation of the incongruence between parental wishes to do the best for their children and the 
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decision to send a child to a special segregated school (away from typical children, places, and 
activities). 
Although SRV is clear that separating students from the arena of typical schooling is 
damaging in itself and also leads to other wounding, the theory also indicates that for true personal 
social integration and valued social participation to occur, the conditions defined in the paragraph 
above must be met. Critical to the strategy is that a child’s presence and participation must be 
valued. Wolfensberger (2013) emphasised:  
What today is commonly called “inclusion” is also very often not social role-valorizing 
integration, because one or more of the four elements of such integration (a, b, c, or d 
above) is lacking … Even the placement of impaired children in regular school classes – 
commonly called ‘inclusion’ – could lack the element of valued participation. In fact, it is 
often because the presence of a devalued person is coerced that this presence is neither 
desired nor valued. (pp. 152-153) 
While inclusive reform calls for presence in regular schools and insists on inclusive school 
cultures, parents are intuitively alert to the damage (named by SRV as devaluation and wounding) 
that occurs when the philosophy is not enough and students are not wanted or welcome in a 
school/class (e.g., QPPD, 2011). Even when present (and even welcome) in regular schools, 
devalued roles are still likely when children spend time away from typical peers (e.g., NCID, 2013), 
or are excluded from typical activities (e.g., Ashby, 2010). I suggest that in this way, SRV provides 
an insightful explanation of the damage that can persist within regular school settings and the 
reasons parents might seek a special school enrolment, even when they would prefer their child to 
be included at a regular school. Their instinctive desire to avoid the wounding caused by presence 
alone is astutely explained by the SRV theme outlined here.  
The Conservatism Corollary or the Concept of Positive Compensation for Devalued Status 
(Theme 10) 
This final SRV theme acknowledges the relentlessness of the wounding to which students with 
intellectual disability are exposed (as evidenced in Chapter Two). Parents’ love cannot prevent 
wounding (see, for example, Knight’s discussion on maternal love, 2013) but, I would argue, has a 
significant impact on their sensitivity to what is damaging and to their drive to protect their family 
member. Parents are alert to their children’s vulnerabilities and will go to enormous lengths to 
stop/avoid real or anticipated harm. For example, investigations by both Knight (2013) and Lalvani 
(2014) illustrate the extensive additional roles and advocacy that parents can take on when their 
children have disability. Although special school roles cannot, according to SRV theory, counteract 
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the heightened vulnerability of students who are devalued, it is a contested but deeply embedded 
belief that a special school will keep children safe (Cologon, 2013). One explanation for choosing a 
segregated school placement is that parents weigh up the potential for harm and, even though they 
may prefer a regular school enrolment, believe that a special school is the less damaging option.  
Role Theory and Parental Decisions  
SRV highlights the critical link between valued social roles and experiencing the “good things” of 
life (Wolfensberger, Thomas, & Caruso, 1996). For children in a school context, the possibilities for 
valued roles abound, for example, learner, friend, team mate, classmate, reader, and writer. All of 
these roles can happen in both regular and special schools, but according to SRV, a role is more 
valorising if it occurs in typical, “valued” settings (e.g., regular rather than special schools) (Race, 
1999b). A number of aspects of SRV’s role theory add to the insights that have already been 
discussed regarding the decision to transfer a child to a segregated school.  
First, due to the low expectations for learning that are likely to be associated with a diagnosis 
of intellectual disability, parents may not accord a child many of the typical school roles (e.g., 
reader, writer). This message may also be conveyed by teachers who communicate role 
expectancies through the activities/resources/language they use. Also, parents may want a child to 
be in a certain role (e.g., class member) but this is a role that comes as part of a pair (Mann, 2012). 
When one part of the pair changes so too does the other; for example, if a teacher does not accept 
the reciprocal role of the child’s classroom teacher, then the child’s role in the class becomes less 
clear. This dynamic can explain the confusion over professional boundaries when teacher aides or 
special education teachers are seen as the child’s ‘teacher’ in a regular classroom (e.g., Giangreco et 
al., 2010). Second, some roles require competencies without which the role messages are diluted; 
for example, when a child does not have the same level of academic competency as his/her peers, 
parents may doubt the capacity of the child to be in an academic student role. It can be argued that 
in inclusive classrooms differentiation and universal design for learning are strategies through 
which all children can demonstrate their capacity for being a learner. Nevertheless, children’s 
competencies—their capacity to fulfil a regular school student role—are likely to have an impact on 
parents’ views of the roles they can fill (see discussions on the impact of types/severity of disability 
and age of child on parental views e.g., Byrne, 2013; de Boer et al., 2010). Third, some school roles 
are “big” roles and subsequently affect other school activities. Lemay (2006), wrote about the 
cascading effect of socially valued roles; devalued roles can have a similar effect, for example, if a 
child is in the role of menace, and so is seen as threat to others, this role can override other school 
roles, including that of regular school member. Fourth, devalued people tend to be role-avid 
(Wolfensberger, 1998), that is, eager for any role. Applied to parents’ desire for their children, roles 
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denied in regular schools may seem more possible in the special school (e.g., the role of friend) and 
parents may even seek devalued roles (special school student) if valued ones are not available. For 
example, the mother of a “naughty” child confined by atypical routines of a special education unit 
and denied typical class roles, may be eager for the “normal” role markers available in a special 
school. Finally, parents who, themselves, hold valued social roles are more likely to be viewed in a 
positive light and subsequently accorded authority in decision-making. Those who are well-
resourced, well-educated and well-connected are more likely to be listened to by teachers (Rogers, 
2011), and have greater capacity to manage the stressors and demands of regular school enrolment 
described by advocacy groups (e.g., QPPD, 2003). Conversely, parents who are, themselves, in 
devalued roles, may have less capacity and be less likely to be accorded authentic voice in the 
decision-making process. 
Parents’ Wounds  
Parents, themselves, do not necessarily occupy devalued roles; however SRV theory recognises that 
a child’s devalued status can reflect on their families. Similarly, the literature on families and 
disability describes the stigma that parents can experience through their association with a child 
who has an intellectual disability (Goffman, 1963). Various types of stigma have been described 
that are relevant in this regard, for example, courtesy stigma, family stigma, and affiliate stigma 
(Werner & Shulman, 2015). The differences among these are not important to this research; what is 
relevant is the evidence that parents do suffer devaluation as a result of their family member’s 
disability. Although not always articulated as such, the inclusive education literature also provides 
evidence of this dynamic. For example, Uba and Nwoga (2016, p. 989) described the transference 
of stigma between mother and child, with cultural emphasis on “causal implication” of the 
disability; Lalvani (2014, p. 1223) contemplated the long history of “ascribing blame for children’s 
disabilities on parents”; and Knight (2013) described the social context as one within which both 
disability and mothers of children with disability are devalued. 
When applied to parents rather than children, SRV makes interesting and relevant predictions 
of what is likely to occur in response to being wounded. These predictions provide additional 
insight into why parents might decide to transfer to a special school. As the recipients of 
devaluation and wounding themselves, parents may wish to be in a place where they, too, feel like 
they belong. They may feel sadness over the things that they and their children have suffered or 
missed out on in the mainstream (e.g., Runswick-Cole, 2008), and be moved to redress. A feeling of 
insecurity is predicted by SRV and has been reported in the inclusion education literature, either as 
a result of past or ongoing rejection (QPPD, 2011), for example, or the uncertainty of a regular 
school enrolment (Elkins, 2002); parents may be driven to special schools by the need for stability. 
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SRV also foresees that people who experience devaluation are likely to end up in failure sets or 
avoidance mentalities, for example, parents may end up feeling that inclusion “can’t be done”. The 
impact of a parent’s anguish may be to take on different roles than are normally expected for 
parents in the school system; for example, they may step in as teacher aides, or take on a teaching 
role at home (Knight, 2013 discussed at length pressure that mothers felt to be the “good mother”). 
These additional roles might stretch and put stress on their relationships with their children. 
Conversely, parents may withdraw from typical roles; it has often been reported that an inclusive 
enrolment can sap parents’ energy (see, for example, CDA, 2015; Wooster & Parnell, 2006). It is 
clear that all these dynamics are relevant to this research and can help to explain why parents would 
leave a regular school enrolment.  
Final Reflections: The Contribution of SRV as a Lens to View the Decisions that Parents 
Make to Transfer their Children to Special Schooling  
It can be seen, then, that an SRV perspective offers a means to explore the deeper layers of parental 
decision-making when children have an intellectual disability. Not only do parents have to contend 
with overt and subtle professional challenges to their authority as decision-makers regarding 
inclusive schooling, but also with unconscious attitudinal forces that lead their thinking along the 
path to segregation. A desire for regular schooling can be undermined by entrenched associations 
between disability and special places/activities; by underlying beliefs about where people with a 
disability are best served; by role messages from existing service provision for students with 
intellectual disability (particularly those that embed children in devalued roles); by an intuition 
about their children’s vulnerability to harm and a desire to prevent harm; and the seductive power of 
children being able to hold important school roles (even if these occur in an atypical school setting). 
Decision-making regarding special schooling is further impacted by parents’ own experiences and 
feelings; the wounding that they, themselves, encounter in the mainstream. 
In this way, parents might be drawn to the vision and goals of inclusion for students with 
disability, encouraged by the possibilities of such a vision, and even convinced by the arguments of 
the benefits of inclusive education, yet feel the attraction of a special school for their own child. I 
contend that the forces that SRV describes have such influence they can override a parent’s desire 
for, and commitment to, inclusive education (thereby, hindering inclusive reform and explaining 
why inclusion is so difficult to implement). A raised awareness of the principles of SRV has much 
to contribute, therefore, to understanding parental decision-making regarding special schools, and to 
furthering progress with the implementation of inclusive schooling.  
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Rationale for this Research 
It has been demonstrated that SRV theory can provide powerful insights into the impact of 
intellectual disability on a person’s life and on the thinking of those who make decisions on their 
behalf. Thus, an SRV framework was a critical tool in this research and was used for deconstructing 
the views and decision-making of parents when their children had intellectual disability. Parents’ 
decisions have an impact on inclusive education reform, and given the demands of educational 
legislation and policy, understanding parental decisions is essential. A transfer to special schooling 
was the focus of this research; it represents a particularly potent example of parental decision-
making because of the initial preference for a regular schooling. As argued in Chapter Two, special 
schools are disadvantageous both to individuals and to broader reforms; therefore, understanding 
parents’ decisions in this regard is vital.  
Parental authority regarding a child’s school life and enrolment decisions is not questioned, 
however, parental decision-making is complex and there are relatively few studies on parents’ 
experiences as critical actors in education decisions (Olson Beal & Munro Hendry, 2012). Much of 
the literature deals with the outcomes of school choice rather than the process of deciding (Wilson, 
2010), and yet it is clear that, at least in the case of students with intellectual disability, the final 
school selection may not reflect the complexity of the decision-making or a parent’s true 
preference. Given the potential impact of a decision to transfer to a special school, both on the 
experiences of children with intellectual disability and also on wider public policy decisions, it is 
critical to understand decision-making in this regard more fully. It is particularly important to 
explore what parents want out of school life for their children—what they perceive to be an optimal 
school life—and how this might influence the decision to transfer to a special school, and also to 
investigate how the decision itself unfolds. As authorities on their children’s lives and on their own 
views and decisions, it is critical that parents themselves be the source of information in such an 
investigation. Parents’ feelings and experiences are too often interpreted by others (Lalvani, 2014) 
and it is important that they themselves contribute information to such a critical topic (Kelly, Devitt, 
O’Keeffe, & Donovan, 2014).  
This study was designed to address these issues. The question of parental decision-making, 
particularly with regard to transfer to a special school, was approached through multiple phases and 
research methods, in an attempt to deal with the complexity of this process. Parents were used as 
the source of the information about the research topic. An SRV framework was applied to 
investigate more deeply the nuances of parental decision-making, and particularly, the impact of a 
child’s diagnosis of intellectual disability on the decision-making process.  
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Aims and Research Questions 
The overarching purpose of the study was to explore parental decision-making when children have 
an intellectual disability and are eligible for special school enrolment; specifically, to investigate the 
decision to transfer children from a regular to a special school. Underlying this major question lay 
two foundational issues: what parents want out of school life for their children, and how parents go 
about making decisions about school enrolment. The following research questions were formulated 
to guide the investigation: 
 What do Queensland parents consider is an optimal school life for their children? 
 Is an optimal school life different when a child has a disability? If so, how? 
 How do parents decide on schooling they believe is most likely to lead to an optimal 
school life? 
 Is decision-making different when a child has a disability? If so, how? 
 Why have Queensland parents decided to transfer their children from a regular to a special 
school? 
 What were the reasons for leaving the regular school? 
 What were parents looking for in the transfer to special school? 
 How does SRV contribute to understanding parental views on an optimal school life and 
decision-making when their children have an intellectual disability? 
 
The following chapter describes in more detail how this research was undertaken and the 
methodology with which the research topic was investigated.  
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Chapter 5 
Methodology 
Research Design and Data Collection 
Understanding what parents want out of school life for their children, and their decision-making 
about school enrolment, are fundamental to understanding the persistence of segregated schooling. 
It was decided, therefore, to investigate the dynamics surrounding parents’ search for an optimal 
school life when their sons and daughters have an intellectual disability, and their decision-making 
process regarding choosing a school. The research explored the notion of an optimal school life 
generally (and whether an optimal school life is different when a child has an intellectual 
disability); the dynamics of decision-making generally (and for those who had a child with an 
intellectual disability); and finally the circumstances surrounding the specific decision of parents to 
transfer their child from a regular to a special school. A Social Role Valorization (SRV) framework 
was used to assist with understanding and explaining these dynamics. 
In order to achieve the research aims, data were collected in a developmental way, that is, the 
information gathered in each phase informed the methodology of subsequent phases (Gay, Mills, & 
Airasian, 2009). The research questions required data that were both qualitative and quantitative in 
nature. To fulfil these requirements, the study was of sequential, multi-phase, mixed-methods 
design. 
Methodological Approaches 
A mixed-method study was deemed appropriate because an understanding of the decision-making 
journey of parents can be enhanced by looking for both the lived experiences of families and also 
for the quantifiable commonalities between parents. Neither type of data on its own could give an 
adequate answer to the research questions. Each approach enriched, and built on, the findings of the 
other (Gay et al., 2009). In this way, an exploratory, or QUAL-Quan, design used “complementary 
strengths” (Johnson & Christensen, 2004, p. 50) to arrive at both a deep understanding of how 
decisions played out in families’ lives, and a broad understanding of why parents decided to transfer 
their child from the regular to the special school.  
Further, a mixed-methods approach allowed for an introductory qualitative phase. This initial 
phase, while gathering relevant stand-alone data, also collected information in preparation for 
subsequent phases. Data gathering in this initial stage explored parents’ perspectives on an “optimal 
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school life” and identified issues and themes to be used in the development of the second, narrative 
phase, and the final survey instrument. 
In summary, the mixed-methods design of this research consisted of three distinct phases; the 
first, a qualitative exploration of an optimal school life and decision-making from parents’ 
perspectives (the data from which informed the development of subsequent phases); the second, a 
qualitative, in-depth examination of the issues experienced within one family; and the third, a 
quantitative investigation of parental decision-making regarding the transfer of a child from a 
regular to a special school.  
Theoretical Approach 
While the principles of inclusive education were highly relevant to this project, the usefulness of an 
inclusive education framework for the research was hampered by the ideological nature of inclusion 
(see Allan & Slee, 2008 for a discussion of the impact of inclusive education ideology on research 
methodology and analysis), and the ambiguity with which inclusive education is understood and 
explained (Forlin et al., 2013). Indeed, the inclusive education literature seems to hold more 
questions than answers when it comes to explaining why inclusion is so hard to implement, and 
why educational segregation perseveres. Although sitting within an inclusive education context, this 
research took a different theoretical approach, SRV, in order to come to the research problem (the 
transfer of children from regular to special schools) from a new perspective. As outlined in detail in 
Chapter Three, SRV theory has been influential in reforms for people with disability (especially 
those with intellectual disability) (Aubry, Flynn, Virley, & Neri, 2013) and has a critical 
contribution to make regarding understanding the dynamics of segregation (Lemay, 2006). SRV 
theory was considered, therefore, to be an appropriate alternative, and was used in the research in a 
number of ways. It informed the development of the research focus, and was used as a theoretical 
framework with which to analyse the focus group data. An SRV perspective was also embedded in 
the final narrative of phase two. Finally, SRV theory was used in Chapter Ten to examine the 
integrated findings of all three phases and provide deeper insights into the core question of why 
parents decided to transfer their child to a special school.  
Research Sites 
The study was undertaken in Queensland, Australia. The initial (focus group) phase of the research 
was not site-specific, that is, the children represented were enrolled in primary/secondary, 
state/private, regular/special schools, and were situated in Brisbane (Queensland’s capital city) and 
surrounds. The second and third phases focused on parents of children in state special schools; in 
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the second (narrative) phase, a special school in Brisbane, and in the third phase, special schools 
across the state. 
Phase One – Focus Groups 
There were three aims to Phase One. The first was to investigate the features that parents considered 
would make a school life optimal (and whether there were differences when children have 
intellectual disability), and the second was to explore the decision-making process parents 
undertook when they were choosing a school for their child (and whether this was different when a 
child had an intellectual disability). The final aim of this phase was to consider the usefulness of 
SRV theory as a tool for analysing the data. 
Research Questions for Phase One 
 What do Queensland parents consider is an optimal school life for their children?  
 Is an optimal school life different when a child has a disability? If so, how so? 
 How do parents decide on schooling they believe is most likely to lead to an optimal school 
life? 
 Is decision-making different when a child has a disability? If so, how so? 
 How does SRV contribute to an understanding of an optimal school life and parental decision-
making when children have a disability? 
Participants and Sampling for Phase One 
In order to explore the nature of an issue, it is important that participants have experience with, or 
of, the topic being investigated. To fully understand parents’ perspectives on an optimal school life 
and how they go about choosing a school “we need to know more about what those on the inside 
feel and observe” (Andersen, Evans, & Harvey, 2012, p. 200). Participants for this phase of the 
research were parents; “good key informants” (Gay et al., 2009, p. 135) in that they had insight of, 
or experience with, decision-making about school and an optimal school life. In other words, a 
purposive sampling strategy ensured that participants had the required background. The study also 
used a snowballing method of gathering participants, in that parents with the requisite backgrounds 
were invited to identify others who fit the requirements (as described by Opie, 2004). 
It was recognised that there would be distinct groups of parents who could bring different 
perspectives to the research topic. Participants represented these groups; that is, parents whose 
children did not have intellectual disability (both primary and secondary); parents who had decided 
on regular schools for their children with intellectual disability (both primary and secondary); and 
parents who had decided on special school for their children (both at the outset, and who had 
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transferred there from a regular school). Potential participants were approached through personal 
networks and a number of Queensland parent organisations. 
Research Methodology for Phase One 
A focus group interview methodology was used to explore the notion of an optimal school life and 
decision-making about school enrolment. Focus groups were deemed appropriate because they 
work well when a range of ideas is being sought, and when different group perspectives need to be 
understood (Krueger & Casey, 2009). Group, rather than individual, interviews were preferred 
because of the “synergistic effect of the group setting” (Stewart, Shamdasani, & Rook, 2007, p. 43) 
and the shared nature of the process. Focus group interviews were appropriate because they helped 
to identify “the precise influence of particular words or phrases” (Kitzinger, 1994, p. 115).  
Additionally, focus group interviews have been identified as a useful strategy when 
information is needed for the design of a subsequent study; for example, the words used to talk 
about an issue (Krueger & Casey, 2009). This methodology was appropriate as the focus groups 
comprised the first phase of the research. Data from this phase clarified the themes and language 
associated with an optimal school life and decision-making, which were then used in the design of 
subsequent phases of the study. Finally, focus group interviews were appropriate because they 
represented a cost effective way of gathering a range of views, of ascertaining whether these views 
were diverse or consistent, and an enjoyable process for participants (Patton, 2002).   
Data Collection Procedures for Phase One  
Ethical clearance was obtained from the ethics committee of the School of Education of The 
University of Queensland (see Appendix B1, #12-056). 
Six focus group interviews were held, and each group was homogeneous; that is, groups were 
not a mix of parents, but rather their composition was solely parents with a similar experience. This 
was considered to be important as the choice of regular or special schooling may be a topic that 
arouses strong emotion in parents who have children with disability. As “groups composed of 
violently opposed opinions will be troublesome” (Stewart et al., 2007, p. 26), parents who had made 
different choices were not included in the same group. The composition of groups was as follows: 
 Group 1: Parents of children who don’t have disability (primary school) (N = 4) 
 Group 2: Parents  of children who don’t have disability (secondary school) (N = 5) 
 Group 3: Parents of children with disability at regular school (primary school) (N = 5) 
 Group 4: Parents of children with disability at regular school (secondary school) (N = 5) 
 Group 5: Parents of children with disability moved from regular to special school (N = 6) 
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 Group 6: Parents of children with disability always enrolled at special school (N = 3). 
It was believed that the experience of discussing the issues with others who had made similar 
choices and who shared the same milieu would help participants to clarify their views (Kitzinger, 
1994). While Patton (2002) recommended that focus groups be made up of strangers, Kitzinger 
argued the value of using existing groups, because of the likelihood that conversations will flow 
more easily (as in natural conversations). This study took advantage of the latter potential and 
composed groups, wherever possible, using existing parent friendships. Groups were made up of 
three to six participants so that all participants had sufficient opportunity to participate in the 
conversation. Although the aim was to have groups with no fewer than four participants, as 
recommended by Krueger and Casey (2009), difficulty with recruiting parents and last minute 
illness meant that one group had a less than ideal number. 
To assist the sense of a natural conversation, interviews took place in locations where people 
generally gather to talk (Krueger & Casey, 2009), that is, five interviews took place in a family 
home, and one interview was held in a school meeting space as this was what the group preferred. 
The intention was that these spaces would be convenient, familiar and relaxed locations for 
participants. Interviews were approximately two hours long with a break in the middle for food 
(again to make the experience enjoyable and a more natural social experience).   
Prior to the interview dates, participants were sent information about the purpose of the 
research, a copy of interview questions, and a consent form to be signed. Interviews began with a 
discussion about confidentiality and other ground rules (e.g., allowing everyone to speak). 
Interviews were recorded using audio-recording equipment. Participants were informed that 
recording would take place and were assured that recordings would remain confidential. 
Moderator 
I had had prior involvement with focus group interviews, both as a participant and as an assistant. I 
had also worked extensively with parents and consequently felt equipped for the role of focus group 
moderator. I felt it was an advantage that I had experienced the issues myself but had a degree of 
distance from the topic as my children were no longer at school. 
I acknowledged that my own schooling choices and experiences had the potential to introduce 
moderator bias, both intentional and unintentional (Stewart et al., 2007) and took care that questions 
and responses to questions did not favour particular views, thereby affecting the validity of the 
interviews. For example, I paid attention to my tone of voice and facial expression and endeavoured 
to ensure these did not indicate my personal position on matters being discussed. In addition, a co-
facilitator assisted with the interviews and confirmed that interviews were directed without an 
indication of my own opinions. 
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Focus Group Interview Questions 
There were two stages to the focus group interviews, with each being discussed separately. The first 
focus for discussion was what parents wanted out of school life for their children, and the second 
was the decision-making process.  
Stage 1 – An optimal school life 
After an opening warm-up question, as recommended by Krueger and Casey (2009), the following 
key questions were asked. These questions varied slightly depending on the composition of the 
group. Refer to Appendix C1 for a copy of the script. 
 I am interested in hearing about what an “optimal school life” means for you and for your 
children. When I say that, what comes to your mind?  
 What are “the good things” that make up an optimal school life? 
 Tell me about a time when school life was not optimal. 
 How is it for you, as a parent, when school life is optimal? 
 Do you think that an optimal school life is different for children with a disability? Tell me about 
that. 
Stage 2 – Decision-making 
School choice is a multifaceted process (Fung & Lam, 2012). Because of the complexity of this 
issue, the literature on the concept of “choice” was investigated prior to preparing the focus group 
questions for the second stage. Three dynamics were identified from the literature as particularly 
relevant to school enrolment decisions: individual agency versus constraints on individual choice; 
the value placed on individual liberty versus professional opinion; and rational versus emotional or 
impulsive action. These tensions were not visualised as discrete opposites, but as interrelated 
elements operating as continua along which parents would occupy individual positions, depending 
on their own experiences. This broader perspective on choice was not intended to be an underlying 
framework for this thesis, but was helpful in framing the structure of stage two and formulating the 
research questions for this stage. Figure 2 illustrates the three dynamics taken from the choice 
literature and these are discussed further below.   
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Figure 2. Dynamics of Choice that are Pertinent to Parental School Choice. 
 
Individual Agency vs. Systemic Constraints. Intrinsic to the idea of choice is belief in individual 
agency and having control over a decision (Salecl, 2010). Central to school enrolment decisions is 
the question, firstly, of the availability of options, and secondly, whether one is able to act on one’s 
preferences regarding the available options. Importantly, individual choices do not happen in a 
vacuum. The contexts and conditions under which individual decision-making takes place will 
influence choices (Brannen & Nilsen, 2005). Just so, Hechter and Kanazawa (1997) argued that 
societal structures pose constraints on individual agency. If it is impossible to understand life 
outside of societal context—both current and historical (Brannen & Nilsen)—then there is no such 
thing as choice as individuals cannot but operate within structures; however, it can be difficult for 
people to comprehend/discuss the external forces that impact their decisions (Brannen & Nilsen). 
In the context of schooling decisions, it can be seen that educational “structures” (e.g., 
educational policy and process) can both influence, and be a product of, parental choice. The 
tension between individual choice and systemic constraints on choice was considered relevant to an 
exploration of school enrolment decisions and became the foundation for the first key question (see 
below). It was important to find out if parents felt constrained in their decision-making about school 
enrolment, and if they did, in what ways they felt constrained. Additionally, it was critical to this 
thesis to establish whether a child’s diagnosis of intellectual disability had an impact on the tension 
between individual choice and systemic constraints.  
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Liberty vs. Paternalism. Liberty involves a belief that the right to choose is critical (even if one gets 
it wrong). Paternalism, on the other hand, is grounded in the belief that people can make bad 
choices, and can sometimes need a guiding hand to ensure better outcomes. The point at which care 
becomes coercion is an important element in this tension (Vallgårda, 2012).  
With regard to schooling decisions, it is likely that parents will have differing views on what 
sort of schooling they want for their children. In the context of regular versus special schooling, and 
the inclusive education debate, this raises the question of the extent to which it is a parent’s right to 
raise a child as he/she sees fit. Does a parent’s entitlement to choose override other considerations? 
It could be argued that because parents’ choices have an impact that is more far reaching than just 
their own families, it is an important role of the state to promote and protect educational reforms 
such as inclusion (see, for example, the discussion by Vallgårda, 2012 about paternalism in the 
health system). Another important consideration is the anxiety that can be associated with choice 
(Salecl, 2010) and the subsequent turn to professionals that can accompany this anxiety in order to 
alleviate the discomfort. School enrolment, particularly when a child has an intellectual disability, 
can be a particularly fraught decision, and parents may look to educational professionals for advice 
and the information they need to make that decision. A power imbalance in the parent-professional 
relationship is well documented (see, for example, Byrne, 2013; Rogers, 2011; Runswick-Cole, 
2008), however, and raises the critical issue of teachers ‘nudging’ parents (Vallgårda) towards what 
they (teachers) think is the best schooling option. Is professional influence on parental decision-
making a positive or a negative? It was important to ask parents what they thought about this and 
the tension between liberty and paternalism in parental decision-making became the foundation for 
the second key question. 
Rational Action vs. Emotional or Impulsive Action. Rational choices reflect thought before action, 
cost/benefit analyses, and the desire to maximise outcomes (Salecl, 2010). Decisions will be 
purposive, and will demonstrate consistent preferences, and maximisation of utility (Wilson, 2010). 
In contrast, impulsive choices are motivated by values (Hechter & Kanazawa, 1997) or the 
influence of strong emotion (Salecl). Choices based on emotion and/or impulse can be 
unpredictable. 
This dynamic raises some interesting questions for the educational context. How do parents 
decide what is “best” for their children? Do they make decisions about schooling using a purely 
“objective” approach (and if so, how do they arrive at that decision?), on the basis of their values 
and emotions, or a mix of both? This is an interesting tension when disability is involved, given de 
Boer et al.’s findings (2010) that parents can recognise the benefits of inclusive education but 
choose special school enrolment for their children. Is this “contradiction” the product of rational 
  
73 
 
choice, and if so, what have parents weighed up in order to arrive at that decision? To what degree 
do emotions contribute to the decision-making? If parents’ emotions do influence schooling 
choices, then these, too are important to understand more fully. The dynamic of rational versus 
emotional decision-making was considered to be important to the research questions and became 
the foundation for the third key question in stage two of the focus group interviews. 
Research Questions for Stage 2  
Introductory question: When you decided on a school for your child, how much was that choice 
influenced by your desire for your child to have an optimal school life and how much was it 
influenced by other concerns? (Answered as a group, using flipchart) 
 Think about how much freedom you felt you had in choosing a school. On your individual 
continuums (see Figure 3), where would you sit? (Once individual placements were made, 
questions were then discussed as a group.) 
 How important was it for you to have the liberty to choose a school? To what degree did you 
value being able to choose a school for yourself? To what degree did you value the input of 
others? Use your individual continuums (see Figure 3) to indicate how you felt on this issue. 
 Did you feel your decision-making was rational? Or emotional? Use your individual continuums 
(see Figure 3) to show where you felt you were placed regarding this issue.  
 Do you think the process of choosing a school is different when a child has a disability? If so, 
how so? 
 
Freedom to 
choose 
        No freedom to 
choose 
          
 
 
Important to 
make my own 
decision 
        Important to 
get direction 
from others 
          
 
 
Rational 
decision 
        Emotional 
decision 
          
 
Figure 3. Scaffolding for Focus Group Questions. 
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Analysis for Phase One 
Audio recordings were transcribed and de-identified. Summaries were distributed for member 
checking; 50% of participants checked and responded that the record was accurate. Transcripts were 
then read for familiarity and data were coded deductively. Data regarding an optimal school life 
were categorised based on themes adapted from the “good things” of life referred to by 
Wolfensberger et al. (1996); and data regarding the decision-making process were coded based on 
themes inherent in the research questions, that is, constraints on choice, direction sought from 
others, factors weighed up when choosing a school, and emotions involved in school choice. NVivo 
was used to organise and store comments. 
Further information about the analysis undertaken with the data from Phase One, and the 
results of that analysis, is presented in the form of journal articles. These can be found as Chapters 
Six and Seven of this thesis. 
Phase Two – Narrative Research 
In the second phase, the focus of the research was narrowed to the specific parental decision to 
transfer a child from a regular to a special school. Understanding why parents decide to transfer 
their children with disability to a special school (in spite of inclusive education policies) is a 
complex undertaking; the narrative process is an effective way of exploring complex topics 
(Connelly & Clandinin, 1990). It was decided that this methodology would provide insights 
unlikely to be available through other approaches. As in Phase One, an additional aim was to 
investigate the worth of applying SRV theory to the analysis of the data. 
Research Question for Phase Two  
What is the story of one Queensland family as they go through the decision-making process to 
move from a regular to a special school? 
Participants and Sampling for Phase Two  
One focus group consisted of parents who had made the decision to transfer to special school. 
During this focus group session, the story of one parent particularly stood out. This parent’s 
experiences were unlike those of other participants in that her son had only recently moved to a 
special school and was very young compared to other children represented in the group. This 
mother was still deeply upset about the transfer, and the story of how she had made the decision to 
move to a special school was compelling. We who were present at that gathering were all 
profoundly moved by her story, and it was evident that it was a tale that could provide rich insights 
into the research question. I contacted this parent after the focus group sessions had concluded and 
No
w 
20
14 
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invited her to participate in the narrative phase of my study. She was eager to be involved and 
agreed to take part. 
Research Methodology for Phase Two 
A narrative research approach was deemed appropriate because the purpose of this phase of the 
research was to go more deeply into the story of “how and why a particular outcome came about” 
(Gay et al., 2009, p. 402). Narratives are “valuable in studying lives and lived experiences” (Punch, 
2009, p. 191) and while the segmentation and coding of data were considered essential in the other 
two phases of this research, this is a process which raises concerns about fragmentation of 
information. Stories can be a more holistic way to make sense of experiences and to understand the 
world around us (Merriam, 2009). 
According to SRV, the process of devaluation and wounding is complex, with layers of 
events, experiences and feelings contributing to specific moments and decisions in a family’s life. A 
methodological approach was required that could be true to this complexity and journey over time. 
Narrative research could honour the chronological unfolding of a family’s circumstances and had 
the capacity to follow a family down the ‘diverse trails’ (Kohler Riessman, 2002, p. 696) that led to 
a decision to move to a special school. 
Data Collection Procedures for Phase Two 
Ethical clearance was obtained from the ethics committee of the School of Education of The 
University of Queensland (see Appendix B2, #13-047). 
Data were collected using a restorying technique, whereby the participant was interviewed, 
the data were transcribed, the story was organised into a chronological sequence, and then the 
participant was invited to collaborate on the final narrative (Lichtman, 2013). A conversation guide, 
rather than specific questions, was developed based on the data from the focus groups, and this 
guide was pilot tested with a parent who met the criteria established for this aspect of the 
investigation. Refer to Appendix C2 for the conversation guide. Other data such as photographs, 
school reports, and letters were also collected and used to add to the story and to draw out memories 
and details. 
Nelly (not her real name) and I had a phone call to discuss the purpose of the research, and to 
explain that participation was voluntary and that the family could withdraw at any time. We 
specifically discussed anonymity as I knew it would be likely that the details of the narrative would 
have identifying features. Arrangements for interview times were negotiated, and Nelly met me at 
the university for our conversations. We met four times; the first three times in a meeting room, to 
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collect Nelly’s story, and the last time at a university café, to discuss and confirm the restorying of 
her tale.   
Analysis for Phase Two  
Nelly was invited to collaborate with me to “construct the narrative and to validate accuracy of the 
story” (Gay et al., 2009, p. 404). She declined to be involved in the restorying of her experiences, 
but did read and validate the final narrative. The final narrative organised the “data” into a story of 
Nelly’s family’s journey leading up to the decision to move to special school. The story was a 
chronological account of the events that took place, the people involved along the way, the troubles 
that were encountered, the successes that were experienced, and the resolutions that were made. 
This story was used as the foundation for a peer-reviewed journal article which is presented as 
Chapter Eight of this thesis. 
Phase Three – Questionnaire 
The third phase of this research maintained the focus of phase two (i.e., transfer from a regular to a 
special school), but broadened the sample. The purpose of this phase was to take the findings from 
the first two phases of the research and look for measureable commonalities amongst a larger group 
of families who had made the decision to transfer to a special school.  
Research Questions for Phase Three 
 Why have Queensland parents decided to transfer their children from a regular school to a 
special school? 
 How was the regular school not providing an optimal school life? 
 What were parents looking for in the transfer to special school? 
 How does SRV contribute to understanding parental decision-making? 
Participants and Sampling for Phase Three  
In the third phase of the study, the research population was parents of students with intellectual 
disability who were enrolled in a Queensland special school at the time of the research, and whose 
enrolment had been transferred from a regular school. Participants were sourced through their 
school principals. Eighty participants responded to the questionnaire. All of these were mothers 
except for four fathers and three grandmothers. Participants came from all over Queensland; nine 
from rural and remote areas, 29 from regional towns, and 42 from the capital city of Brisbane and 
surrounds.  
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Research Methodology for Phase Three  
This phase of the research aimed to understand the reasons why parents decided to transfer their 
children to special schools and the parental decision-making process that led to the transfer. Data 
were collected in this third phase primarily through the use of quantitative methodology. A 
questionnaire was used as this was considered appropriate for the gathering of information in order 
to “understand the characteristics of a population” (Johnson & Christensen, 2004, p. 197). Given the 
size of Queensland and the scattered population, a written questionnaire was considered to be a 
preferable way of collecting data (Gay et al., 2009). This questionnaire was available online and in 
hard copy. 
Data Collection Procedures for Phase Three  
Ethical clearance was obtained from the ethics committee of the School of Education of the 
University of Queensland (see Appendix B3, #14-029-Rev 1). Clearance was also obtained from 
DETE (see Appendix B4) in order to access demographic information about enrolment in special 
schools. 
Research Instrument 
An online questionnaire (DePaRTSS) was based on the findings from phases one and two of this 
research and developed using Qualtrix software. The instrument was designed to collect 
demographic information as well as data in three core areas of interest: experiences in the regular 
school; moving from the regular to the special school; and experiences in the special school. The 
questionnaire included both open-ended and fixed response questions. The latter were presented 
using a 6-point Likert scale anchored by strongly agree, and strongly disagree. Refer to Appendix 
C3 for a copy of the questionnaire. 
Questionnaire Validity and Reliability 
The instrument was tested for content validity with three parents who met the criteria for the 
research except that their child had graduated from school. Changes were made based on their 
feedback (e.g., individual items were added and an additional section was included which focused 
on transition from primary to secondary schooling). The questionnaire was then tested for 
readability using an online readability test (Readability-score, 2011-2016) and changes were made 
based on the results. Finally, the amended instrument went through a test-retest process with nine 
participants. Several attempts to recruit suitable parents for the test-retest process were unsuccessful 
in gaining sufficient numbers to ensure reliability; however, the feedback that was obtained showed 
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an 83% agreement rate, and informed useful changes to the instrument. For example, two questions 
were removed because they were ambiguous and nine questions were amended for greater clarity.  
Data Collection 
All Queensland special schools (N = 42) were contacted with information about the research. Phone 
contact was made with principals in the first instance. The research was discussed and principals 
were asked for their assistance in advertising the questionnaire through their newsletters and 
noticeboards. This phone call was followed by an email with a link to the online survey, an official 
DETE (Department of Education, Training and Employment) Request to Advertise form (see 
Appendix D), and a copy of the notice for parents (see Appendix E). Principals requested that hard 
copies also be made available and these were mailed along with stamped self-addressed envelopes 
for the return of the completed surveys. In addition to contacting potential participants through 
schools, parents were also notified about the questionnaire through parent networks (e.g., QPPD) 
and through disability organisations (e.g., Down Syndrome Association of Queensland, Cerebral 
Palsy League). 
A covering letter was included at the start of the questionnaire explaining the research and 
notifying parents that participation was voluntary, that they could withdraw at any time, and that all 
information gathered through the questionnaires would be confidential. Useable questionnaires 
were received from 80 participants; 33 of these were online and 47 were hard copies. 
Analysis for Phase Three 
Questionnaires were inspected for irregularities and where these were found, those questionnaires 
were removed. For example, one questionnaire proved to be a repeat, and one was ineligible 
because the child had long graduated from school. Questionnaire data were then entered into the 
SPSS statistical programme database. 
A principal component analysis was carried out for three sections of the questionnaire: 
reasons for leaving the regular school; hopes for the special school; and the decision-making 
process. A Varimax rotation method was used with Kaiser Normalization. Eigenvalues greater than 
one were accepted in determining factors. A number of factors were revealed for each area of 
interest. Items with multiple loadings were inspected for their relevance to the factors. These were 
allocated based on how strongly they loaded on each factor and the best fit. Internal reliability was 
determined for each factor, and those that were not found to be internally reliable were not used in 
any further analysis. The means of the remaining subscales were calculated and compared, and 
correlations between the subscales were then examined in order to better understand the 
associations between the factors. Further information about the analysis undertaken with the data 
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from Phase Three, and the results of that analysis, are presented in Chapter Nine in the form of a 
journal article. 
Summary 
In outlining the methodology that was chosen for this study, I am mindful of my own involvement, or 
lack thereof, in the various research projects that have crossed my path since Jack was born. I am 
intensely aware of my past reluctance to participate in research, either through frustration with 
data collection methods that I felt could not possibly portray Jack’s “being” adequately, or my 
discomfort with being a phenomenon to be clinically examined. The irony was not lost on me that it 
was now I who was doing the inspecting, and I sought, in my own research design, to learn more 
about parental experiences in a way that was sensitive to, and could do justice to, the experience of 
families. I wanted, as far as I was able, to be true to both the bigger picture of family decision-
making when a child has a disability and also to the complexity and uniqueness of individual views.  
This chapter has outlined the research design and data collection methodology that I hoped would 
reflect my thinking while effectively capturing the parental decision-making process. It has 
described the three phases of a mixed methods design, including discussion of: an initial qualitative 
exploration of the concept of an optimal school life, and the process of decision-making; a second 
qualitative investigation of one family’s decision to leave regular schooling; and a third quantitative 
examination of parental decision-making regarding the transfer of children to a special school. The 
findings from these three phases of research will now be reported through a series of journal 
articles. Each article is presented as a separate chapter, beginning with a report of parents’ views of 
an optimal school life in Chapter Six, and finishing with the presentation of the questionnaire 
findings in Chapter Nine. 
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Chapter 6 
Parents’ Views of an Optimal School Life: Using Social 
Role Valorization to Explore Differences in Parental 
Perspectives When Children Have Intellectual Disability 
 
What sort of school life do parents want for their children? This question seemed to me to be a 
prerequisite to any investigation of a decision to transfer schools. In looking for the answer to that 
question I was particularly intrigued by the difference between an “optimal school” and an 
“optimal school life”. Conversations with other parents over the years suggested that the two did 
not necessarily go hand-in-hand, and I felt it was the “life” rather than the “school” that was 
important. This focus was undoubtedly influenced by reading the article by Wolfensberger and his 
colleagues about the good things of life (Wolfensberger et al., 1996), but I was also struck by a 
Working Paper on schoolchildren’s wellbeing (Thin, 2009) and found its reflections on the lived 
moments in children’s school lives (as opposed to longer term outcomes of education) to be very 
thought-provoking. Were parents’ perceptions of those valuable lived moments of school life any 
different when children had intellectual disability, as Wolfensberger suggested they were likely to 
be? These questions came together in the form of the study reported here in Chapter Six; the first 
step towards a deeper exploration of what parents were looking for in the move to special school. 
 
Mann, G., Moni, K., & Cuskelly, M. (2016). Parents’ views of an optimal school life: Using 
Social Role Valorization to explore differences in parental perspectives when children 
have intellectual disability. International Journal of Qualitative Studies in Education, 
29(7), 964-979. doi: 10.1080/09518398.2016.1174893 
Abstract 
Children with disability continue to experience disadvantage in their school lives, thus, the question 
of what makes up an optimal school life, and whether this is different for children with disability, 
becomes critical. This paper reports on research into parental views about an optimal school life and 
the usefulness of Social Role Valorization theory as a framework for exploring this issue. Six focus 
group interviews were used to collect data from 30 parents. Children of a variety of ages, with and 
without disability, were represented. All groups were similar in the aspects they regarded as optimal 
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in a child’s school life. These fell into five categories: being connected, growth, personhood, basic 
needs, and happiness. Despite this similarity across groups, there were some notable differences in 
the detail; for example, parents of children with disability had a stronger focus on children being 
wanted, high expectations, and being seen as an individual.  
Introduction 
Research tells us that people are more likely to lead impoverished lives when they have a disability 
(e.g., Mithen et al., 2015). This is true at all life stages, including the school years (e.g., Gilmore et 
al., 2014). If the disadvantage experienced by students with disability is to be addressed, then the 
question of an optimal school life is important as it turns attention to what children with disability 
should be experiencing as an alternative to what they are experiencing now. What does it mean to 
have an optimal school life? Is there a common understanding of what is optimal? Is an optimal 
school life different for children with disability? This paper reports on research into what parents of 
children, both with and without disability, perceive as optimal, and the differences in views when 
children have a disability. Social Role Valorization (SRV) (Wolfensberger, 1998) is used to explore 
the connection between a disability diagnosis and views of what constitutes an optimal school life. 
Current Understandings of the School Lives of Children with Disability 
In spite of international agreements such as the Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disability 
(United Nations, 2006), anti-discrimination legislation, and policy reform, research confirms the 
considerable difference in how education is experienced if a student is categorised as disabled. For 
example, some children with disability experience exclusion (McMaugh, 2011); access to inclusive 
education is unreliable (QPPD, 2011), or is denied (Anderson & Boyle, 2015). According to Boyle 
and Sharma (2015), many countries continue to categorise and separate children with disability 
from typical educational experiences. Parental reports attest to the educational marginalisation that 
is more likely to be associated with a disability label (e.g., Wendelborg & Tøssebro, 2010). 
Specifically, students with disability are more likely to experience academic failure (Kelly et al., 
2014), social isolation (Carter et al., 2010), and limited long-term prospects (Haber et al., 2016). 
They are serviced by educational systems that can be “complacent in their obligations to meet their 
educational needs” (Zigmond & Kloo, 2011, p. 162), and are taught by teachers who may be 
unprepared and lacking in confidence (Ashman, 2010). Alarmingly, students with disability are also 
vulnerable to physical harm, and even death, while in the care of educators (National Disability 
Rights Network, 2009). It must be acknowledged that such negative outcomes are not experienced 
universally, and that inclusive reform has been of benefit in opening up schooling opportunities; 
however, the evidence is clear that disability labels increase the likelihood of educational risk. 
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While it is widely accepted that students continue to experience disadvantage because of 
disability, it would also be widely agreed that children with disability should enjoy similar school 
lives to those who don’t have disability. Schools should be places where all children have access to 
the elements of an optimal school life. The components of a child’s school life, however, have not 
been a strong focus of research with the literature typically addressing features associated with an 
“effective” or “successful” school (see, for example, Cohen-Vogel & Harrison, 2013). While it 
could be argued that school quality and children’s experience of schooling life are deeply 
connected, the distinction between them is important. Thinking in terms of what constitutes an 
“effective school” can be problematic, particularly with regard to controversial and political issues 
such as schooling for children with disability (Fulcher, 1993). Educational exclusion, for example, 
remains firmly within our midst despite the plethora of information about inclusive school 
characteristics (Slee, 2012). Turning our attention to understanding children’s lives rather than 
school features is a significant change of focus (Thin, 2009). Consideration of an optimal school 
life, rather than an optimal school, is important if we seek to ensure that students with disabilities 
experience school similarly to their non-disabled peers. 
Understanding the School Lives of Children with Disability Using an SRV Framework 
Underlying this study is the premise that an SRV framework will be useful in considering the 
differences in perceptions of an optimal school life when children have disability. SRV explains the 
impact of disability on people’s lives. It has been identified as a “key theoretical position” regarding 
the lives of those with intellectual disability (Yates, Dyson, & Hiles, 2008, p. 247) and an important 
influence in producing positive changes for marginalised people (Shevellar et al., 2012). Within his 
formulation of SRV, Wolfensberger (1998) outlined the interplay between how people are 
perceived and what is thought possible. From this perspective, the “universal ‘good things of life’” 
(i.e., those things that most people would desire e.g., a home of one’s own, friends, employment) 
are less likely to be considered possible for, let alone made available to, and therefore experienced 
by, people with disability (Wolfensberger et al., 1996, p. 12).   
The dynamics that Wolfensberger outlines are not age-specific. Perceptions about disability 
are relevant across the lifespan and will impact on children’s lives including their experience of 
school. For an outline of some basic principles of SRV see Figure 4. 
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Figure 4. Basic Principles of SRV (based on Wolfensberger, 1998). 
 
Foundational to the theory of SRV is the concept of devaluation (i.e., the attribution of 
low/negative value), and the understanding that when a person is devalued, that person is less likely 
to be accorded what ordinary citizens (e.g., school children) take for granted (e.g., access to local 
schools). Central to devaluation is perception of difference, negative judgment of that difference, 
and subsequent “ostracism and atypical life experiences” (Sherwin, 2011, p. 22).  
While SRV is grounded in a number of principles, and holds the importance of social roles at 
its core (Wolfensberger, 2012), three concepts in particular were identified as highly relevant to 
discussions about an optimal school life: the power of mindsets and expectancies, the elements of 
“personal social integration and valued social participation” (hereafter, “valued social 
participation”), and the experience of wounding.   
The Power of Mindsets and Expectancies  
In the context of a school life, SRV posits that what parents and/or educators expect a child to be 
like, or expect will/won’t happen, or believe a child can/can’t do, will strongly influence the sorts of 
opportunities afforded to that child (Wolfensberger, 1998). Mindsets are made up of a “combination 
of beliefs and observations of the world and therefore a series of expectations about what should 
happen in any situation” (Race, 1999b, p. 120). In such a way, mindsets about children (how 
children are perceived) will strongly influence parental beliefs about what would be optimal in a 
child’s life and, therefore, the schooling opportunities and experiences hoped for and expected.   
It is human nature to value 
certain qualities (and to 
devalue those who don’t 
have these qualities). This 
dynamic is universal—it has 
occurred in all societies at all 
times.   
SRV offers a way to: 
(A) understand the process 
of devaluation
(B) influence the cycle of 
perception and practice.
(B) Socially valued roles are 
critical
- create /enhance exisiting 
valued roles
- exit/avoid devalued roles.
(A) Themes of SRV explain 
that devaluation is, for 
example:
- often unconscious
- influenced by imagery
- linked to mindsets.
Devalued groups/individuals 
are likely to be perceived in 
certain ways.
Because of these 
perceptions, people are 
likely to be treated in related 
ways.
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The Relevance of Role Expectancy and Role Circularity  
A noteworthy influence on the mindsets and expectancies of parents is the social roles that are 
imposed on their children. Once children are established in a role such as “special school student” 
or “regular school student”, for example, the role itself (established through markers such as where 
children go to school, who they go to school with, what activities they engage in, etc.) creates its 
own expectancies and has the power to influence parental beliefs and expectations (Wolfensberger, 
1998). 
Valued Social Participation 
Exploration of what is believed possible and/or desirable for children with disability inevitably 
leads to the question of special versus regular schooling. It is not unusual for this to be discussed as 
a simple dichotomy (Elkins et al., 2003), and also as a difficult issue to explore due to the 
ambiguity around inclusion (see, for example, Graham & Spandagou, 2011). SRV’s theme of 
valued social participation has potential to be of benefit in this arena, being similar to the concept of 
inclusion (Lemay, 2006), and providing both insight into the complexity of being truly “included”, 
and also a clear, explicit definition of “(a) valued participation, (b) with valued people (c) in valued 
activities that (d) take place in valued settings” (Wolfensberger, 1998, p.123). 
Wounding 
In seeking to explain the life experiences of, and the process of devaluation for, people with 
disability and their families, SRV uses the analogy of “wounding” (Race, 1999b). Wolfensberger’s 
(1998) exposition of the hurtful things that are associated with disability (e.g., rejection, 
segregation, congregation, loss of control) is relevant to all stages of life,  and will be useful for 
understanding the impact of damaging school experiences on parental perceptions of what might 
constitute an optimal school life. Given the research described earlier which illustrates the 
connection between disability and educational disadvantage, SRV’s insights into this link provided 
a useful framework for this study. 
Purpose of the Study 
The issue of equitable schooling for children with disability remains current. Advocacy, legislative 
change, policy development, and discussions about the features of a school that would address this 
issue have not produced the outcomes anticipated by those involved in inclusive education reform. 
The aim of this study, therefore, was to investigate the features that make a school life, rather than a 
school, optimal, and whether there are differences when children have disability. These questions 
are important for the 8.8% of children with disability in Australia (Australian Bureau of Statistics, 
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2010), and particularly critical for children in Queensland (where this study took place) who are 
categorised as intellectually impaired, and therefore eligible for special school enrolment 
(Queensland Government, 2013a).  
Parents have a natural authority in their children’s lives (Kendrick, 1996, July) and their 
views on an optimal school life are important, given their role in schooling decisions. The 
perspectives of parents were therefore sought to investigate this topic.   
Method 
Participants  
Thirty Queensland parents participated in the research; 28 mothers and two fathers. Of these 
participants, two couples attended in pairs. All parents lived in the South-east of Queensland; the 
majority from the Brisbane area and one group from a semi-rural area just north of Brisbane. See 
Table 2 for information about the participants. 
Views were sought from a range of parents; participants represented children with and 
without disability, a variety of schooling choices, and a range of ages. Eleven participants had 
children without disability; four of these were in primary school and seven in secondary.  Nineteen 
participants had children with disability; nine in special schools, five in regular primary school, and 
five in regular secondary.  While there were 30 participants, there were two couples; the number of 
children represented is therefore 28, 19 of whom had intellectual impairment. Ten children with 
disability were enrolled in regular schools and nine in special schools. All children with disability 
were eligible for enrolment in special schools, that is, they had been categorised as intellectually 
impaired. Some had additional impairments (e.g., autism).  See Table 2 for further information.  
Data Collection  
Data were collected through the use of focus group interviews which were considered appropriate 
for seeking a range of ideas, and for trying to understand different group perspectives. Group, rather 
than individual, interviews were preferred because of the interactive effect of a group process 
(Stewart et al., 2007), and the shared nature of this data gathering strategy. Interaction between 
participants can help to identify “the precise influence of particular words or phrases” (Kitzinger, 
1994, p. 115) and this was deemed advantageous to the study.   
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Table 2. Participant Details. 
___________________________________________________________________________  
Name PA PE CG SS YL Dis 
Group 1 – primary (no disability) 
Alice 50-59 4 F SS 7 NA 
Gwen 30-39 3 F SS 7 NA 
Sharon 50-59 1 F SS 6 NA 
Rosie 30-39 5 M SS 5 NA 
 
Group 2 – secondary (no disability) 
Naomi 40-49 5 M PS 10 NA 
Prue 50-59 4 M CS 12 NA 
Joanne 50-59 4 F SS 9 NA 
Fran 50-59 3 M SS 12 NA 
Pete 50-59 4 M SS 12 NA 
John 50-59 4 M PS 11 NA 
Elizabeth 50-59 5 M PS 11 NA 
 
Group 3 – primary (disability) 
Jill - 3 M SS 5 II 
Mandy 40-49 4 M CS 7 II 
Kate 40-49 4 M CS 6 II 
Julie 40-49 4 M SS 5 II+ASD 
Ellen 40-49 4 F SS 1 II+ASD 
 
Group 4 – secondary (disability) 
Emma 40-49 4 M CS 9 II 
Mary 50-59 5 M SS 11 II 
Lizzie 50-59 3 M SS 11 II 
Shelly 40-49 4 M SS 11 II 
Sarah 50-59 5 F CS 8 II 
 
Group 5 – special (transferred from regular) 
Denise 40-49 3 M SS 10 II 
Barb 50-59 4 M SS 10 II 
Jess 40-49 1 M SS 11 II+ASD 
Linda 40-49 5 M SS 10 II 
Wendy 40-49 4 M SS 9 II+PI 
Nelly 40-49 5 M SS 2 II 
 
Group 6 – special (always enrolled in special school) 
Sandi 30-39 1 F SS 2 II 
Pam 40-49 1 M SS 11 II+PI 
Laura 40-49 3 M SS 1 II+ASD 
__________________________________________________________________________________________ 
Note: Abbreviations: PA (parent age group); PE (parent education); CG (child’s gender); SS (school setting); 
YL (year level); Dis (disability category); Parent education: 1 (Year 10); 2 (Year 12); 3 (TAFE/Certificate); 
4 (U/grad Degree); 5 (Postgrad Degree); School Setting: SS (State school); CS (Catholic school); PS (Private 
school); Disability category: NA (not applicable); II (intellectual impairment; ASD (autism spectrum 
disorder); PI (physical impairment). 
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Data Collection Procedures 
After obtaining ethical clearance from The University of Queensland (#12-056), participants were 
recruited, initially, through the first author’s networks. Friends, acquaintances and neighbours were 
approached, and information was distributed through local disability organisations. Parents who 
responded to the initial recruiting drive were invited to distribute the invitation through their own 
networks, so that a snowballing strategy developed.   
Six focus group interviews were held between March and May 2013. The number of 
participants ranged from three to seven per group. Each group was homogeneous with respect to 
children’s school placement, and consisted of participants in the six categories listed below: 
Group 1 (primary/no disability): Children without disability in primary 
Group 2 (secondary/no disability): Children without disability in secondary  
Group 3 (primary/disability): Children with disability in regular primary 
Group 4 (secondary/disability): Children with disability in regular secondary 
Group 5 (special/group5): Children with disability moved from regular to special school  
Group 6 (special/group6): Children with disability always enrolled in special school.  
 
Grouping of participants homogeneously was an important strategy as decisions about school 
settings may arouse strong emotions in parents of children with disability. Mixing parents from 
special and regular schools had the potential for raising fiercely opposed views. Stewart et al. 
(2007) warned against the troublesome nature of such groups.     
Based on the argument by Kitzinger (1994) that in established groups, conversations are 
likely to flow more easily, groups were formed around existing friendships. To foster natural 
conversations, most interviews were held in family homes as it was hoped these would be more 
relaxed locations. One interview was held in a school meeting space; this was preferred by 
participants and was familiar to the group. Focus groups were approximately two hours long with a 
break in the middle. Signed consent forms were collected at the start of each session and interviews 
began with a discussion about confidentiality and other ground rules. Interviews were audio-
recorded.  
The Focus Group Interview Moderator 
The moderator (the first author) had prior experience of focus group interviews as a participant and 
as an assistant. She has worked extensively with parents and is a parent of children both with and 
without disability, and was considered a suitable moderator for the interviews. While her own 
schooling experiences had the potential to introduce moderator bias, they also gave a deeper insight 
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into participants’ stories, and a personal understanding of the issues raised. Familiarity with parents 
potentially made them more comfortable with volunteering and participating openly in group 
conversations. Care was taken so that questions and responses to questions did not favour particular 
views, thereby affecting the validity of the interviews. Attention was paid, for example, to tone of 
voice and facial expression so that these did not indicate the moderator’s personal position on 
matters being discussed. In addition, a co-facilitator assisted with each group and affirmed that 
interviews were conducted without indication of the moderator’s own views.  
Focus Group Interview Questions 
Interviews began with a warm-up question. This was followed by a drawing activity which acted as 
a stimulus for talking about an imagined optimal school day. Subsequent questions were open-
ended (refer to Appendix C1), and invited discussion on parents’ understanding of the term 
“optimal”, and the components of an “optimal school life”.  
Data Analysis  
Recordings of focus group interviews were transcribed and de-identified. Pseudonyms were used 
for participants, children and locations. Member checking was carried out. Fifty percent of 
participants checked and responded, and all responded that the record was accurate. Transcripts 
were read for familiarity, and organised using NVivo (Version 9). A preliminary identification of 
themes was undertaken and these were compared to the “good things” that had been identified by 
Wolfensberger et al. (1996). The latter were modified in order to better reflect the data and school 
life. See Figure 5 for final themes and sub-themes.  
 
 
Figure 5. Categories and Subcategories of an Optimal School Life. 
An optimal 
school life
1. Being connected to others
- Social experiences
- Attitudes
- Membership
-Participation
2. Growth
- Learning
- Success
- Challenge
- Work ethics
3. Personhood
- Individuality
- Autonomy
- Positive feelings of self
- Contribution
4. Basic needs
- Emotional ease
- Physical safety
- Freedom from bullying
- Physical access
5. Happiness
- Fun
- Enjoyment
- Play
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Data were then coded deductively based on the final categories. Positive and negative 
referrals to themes and sub-themes were included; that is, when parents referred to experiences that 
were not optimal these also gave an insight into parents’ views. The comments included in the 
coding referred to hypothetical views and also real school experiences. Sometimes parents spoke of 
concepts that were not aspects of the child’s life in themselves, but could lead to, or were connected 
with, an optimal school life, for example, specific teaching methods or resources. These were also 
coded but will not be reported here. 
As the usefulness of SRV lies in its explanation of what happens to people with disability, the 
theory was not used in the design of the coding categories but in the analysis of the views of parents 
when their child had a disability.  
Reporting on the Data 
The Elements of an Optimal School Life  
Whether the final categories of an optimal school life also applied to children with disability was a 
key question of the research. It was found that all parents wanted similar things out of school life 
for their children. However, some parents felt that an optimal school life is different when a child 
has a disability. Also, some differences were identified in emphases and in the sub-themes. The 
elements of an optimal school life that were discussed by parents have been summarised in Table 3 
below and have been illustrated using participants’ own words. The order in which themes have 
been listed reflects their prevalence in the conversations overall. The more notable differences for 
children with disability have been included in the Table. 
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Table 3. Aspects of an Optimal School Life. 
Major 
themes 
Sub-themes Differences when children had intellectual disability 
1.Connection 
to others 
1.1 Social experiences (e.g. friendship) 
1.2 Attitudes (e.g. being viewed positively and warmly) 
1.3 Membership (e.g. school member, class/team 
member) 
1.4 Participation (e.g. involvement in school activities) 
I think relationships are incredibly important. You 
know, you can have a lot of things but if you don’t have 
relationships … so for me, I think good, solid 
relationships that are going to last into his future (Barb, 
special/group5) 
- Numerous references to rejection and exclusion 
- Desire for welcome, acceptance, and for their children 
to be wanted 
 
 
 
In the end it was them going, clearly, “We don’t want 
you here.” 
(Jill, primary/disability) 
2.Growth 2.1 Learning (e.g. learning generally, academic, non-
academic) 
2.2 Success (e.g. achievement, doing well, positive 
outcomes/results) 
2.3 Challenge (e.g. high expectations, opportunity, 
widening horizons) 
2.4 Work ethics (e.g. trying hard, effort, being 
responsible) 
I actually think it’s not so much about learning for 
knowledge. It’s actually learning for behaviours and 
what you really hope is going to happen in your school 
environment is they actually learn behaviours that will 
lead them to be nice people (Elizabeth, secondary/no 
disability) 
 
- Importance of not underestimating children’s potential 
and capacity for learning; having high expectations 
- Connection made between learning and specialist 
staff, equipment, therapy, programmes 
 
 
 
 
My only negative experience of school was a teacher 
with very low expectations … except for [my daughter], 
she had the most wonderful year googling Justin Bieber 
and learning dance moves; so my experience that was 
negative was fantastic for her because she did no work 
whatsoever (Sarah, secondary/disability) 
3.Personhood 3.1 Individuality (e.g., recognition and use of interests 
and strengths) 
3.2 Autonomy (e.g., independence, making choices, 
leadership, taking risks) 
3.3 Positive feelings of self (e.g., confidence, pride, 
feelings of self-worth) 
3.4 Contribution (e.g., contributing to the school 
community in some way) 
We actually had to make sure that we got those 
messages through because it is such a big school; he’s 
just one in a crowd. And once the messages got 
through, the whole thing changed. But, you know, for 
him it was a real struggle, you know, really, that the 
label’s very hard to shift. (Fran, secondary/no 
disability) 
- Being seen as a disability rather than as an individual 
- Stereotypes 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Not to just go through the motions because this is what 
you do with these children … not to pigeon hole them, 
and not to say, ‘They can’t do that because they’ve got 
Down syndrome’ ( Ellen, primary/disability) 
4.Basic needs 4.1 Emotional ease (e.g., calm, comfort, stress-free) 
4.2 Physical safety  
4.3 Freedom from bullying (e.g., physical, verbal) 
4.4 Physical access (e.g., for wheelchairs) 
There’s different dimensions to this. I mean, there’s this 
base level; it’s about safety and respect. I’m like … you 
can’t learn if you don’t have a base level of 
environment that they are going to (Pete, secondary/no 
disability) 
- Discussion about physical accessibility was the only 
difference between groups. 
 
 
That was the ultimate for us, to make sure that he felt 
safe and we felt safe because otherwise … I don’t know; 
I even toyed with the idea of home schooling just to 
keep him out of harm’s way (Barb, special/group 5) 
5.Happiness 5.1 Fun  
5.2 Enjoyment 
5.3 Play 
No differences 
 I think it’s important that you can see when kids come into the school sometimes, you know, if they all have smiles 
on their face. Are they happy to show up? (Rosie, primary/no disability) 
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SRV and Parents’ Views of an Optimal School Life When Their Children had Disability 
Analysis of the data to ascertain if there were differences associated with disability revealed the 
applicability of the SRV themes outlined earlier to parents’ views and experiences. Using these 
three SRV principles enabled a deeper examination of participants’ conversations. This will be 
elaborated below. 
The Power of Mindsets and Expectancies on What is Seen as Possible 
Discussions repeatedly suggested links between parents’ perceptions of children and views on an 
optimal school life. Some parents indicated that they saw their child with disability as the same 
as/similar to other children. They consistently spoke of their children in terms of commonality with 
children who don’t have disability. “All of us, all of us, have our own little idiosyncrasies that may 
need to be supported in different ways. Most typically developing kids just, you know, shut up and 
suck it up” (Jill, primary/disability). These parents were explicit that an optimal school life is the 
same for all. “I want an ordinary life for all my children and I want them to be treated equally … so, 
yeah, the same; there isn’t an extra category to tick for my children that’s different” (Shelly, 
secondary/disability). 
In contrast, some parents spoke of their children in terms of difference. “… perfect world 
would say I have no expectations, different expectations … real world says absolutely … You face 
different things and so you have to tackle different things” (Jess, special/group5). These parents 
were more likely to believe that an optimal school life is different for children with disability. “It’s 
got to be more flexible. It’s not as rigid … and it’s completely different like … it’s pretty well 
individualised” (Laura, special/group6). 
According to SRV, a perception of difference is not unusual when a person has a disability. 
The theory outlines common views; for example, seeing people with disability as a medical 
problem, as a menace, as a burden, as unable to grow and learn. Some focus group conversations 
suggested these mindsets; for example, discussions about sons and daughters as problems (“the 
teachers are more taxed”, “the teachers are stretched”); or threats (“[My son] becomes evil”); or 
eternal children (“It’s like having a six-year-old baby”). These perceptions were more usual in the 
special school groups and were linked to hopes for specialist, alternative places, programmes and 
teachers. 
How Parents’ Mindsets and Expectancies are Influenced 
SRV suggests that the way parents think about their children is the result of parents’ own deep-
seated beliefs and values and also those of influential others, for example, other parents and the 
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professionals who work with families (Wolfensberger, 1998). How others speak about children, the 
advice they give, and the way children are treated will influence the mindsets of parents, and what 
they hope for and think is optimal. Examples of different influences on parents’ mindsets were 
found in the data. 
Two parents from a special school group indicated that they were directed to specific schools 
by medical rather than educational professionals. The link in parents’ minds between education and 
therapy/specialist treatment had been established early in their children’s lives. Similarly, 
professionals had conveyed the message of “burden” or “menace”. “They [the teachers] were just 
looking at Gabe as if he was an evil young man. They weren’t looking at his issues; he has issues. 
He couldn’t help what was happening” (Pam, special school/group6). Other parents alluded to 
professionals who were “enlightened” (Mary, secondary/disability) and who had encouraged them 
to think in terms of regular lives.  
Many participants (those who perceived their children to be the same as others as well as 
those who perceived their children to be different) spoke of the influence of other parents on what 
they thought would be optimal. “One of the teachers … had Blake in preschool and her son has 
Down syndrome who was older and had gone through the system so I took a lot of guidance from 
her” (Linda, special/group5).  
It was evident that, as the principle of role expectancy and role circularity predicts, the 
mindsets and expectancies of parents were influenced by the social roles that were established for 
children. Once children were in the role of “special school student”, for example, the role embedded 
parents’ perception of children as different and their belief that optimal means alternative, “special” 
provision. Similarly, when children were in the role of “typical school student”, this reinforced a 
perception of commonality and a belief that typical schooling is an important element of school life. 
The principle of role expectancy and role circularity (Wolfensberger, 1998) was a particularly 
interesting concept to consider with regard to those who had changed from regular to special 
schooling (group5). Most parents in this group indicated that, earlier in their child’s schooling, an 
optimal school life had meant local, family schools and/or relationships with regular peers. 
Conversations about changing, or rearranging, expectations about school life were a common 
feature in this group’s discussions. “I know it’s a cliché … thinking going to Italy but you’ve ended 
up in Holland … but you rearrange the mental furniture to fit … I don’t think it’s about lowering 
your expectations … it’s about changing the expectations you have ....” (Barb, special/group5). 
While once they saw regular schooling as preferable, all but one from this group now spoke in 
terms of special schools, children and activities. The dynamics of role circularity were quite evident 
in this group as parents reassessed their views, and children became more embedded in the special 
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school student’ role. “I don’t think he misses it … I don’t think he saw the loss that I was worried 
about… I think that I mourned that loss of that little community … and … moving on [Jess: starting 
over again] Yeah!” (Wendy, special/group5). 
Valued Social Participation 
Parents of children with disability considered additional topics in their discussions; for example, 
special vs. regular schooling. While all parents highly valued belonging and connectedness, whether 
this was in terms of local, regular schools or special school communities was a complex and critical 
point. Elements of SRV’s definition of valued social participation were clear in conversations about 
this issue (i.e., the who, what, and where of schooling), and it was evident that parents were 
intuitively considering these elements in their judgments about whether regular or special schools 
provided an optimal life. 
Many parents indicated that being with peers without disability (an element of SRV’s valued 
social participation) was important. This was referred to in both special and inclusive groups and 
had clearly been significant to most parents at some time. Going to a regular school, at the same 
place other children would go (another element of valued social participation), was also viewed by 
many as an element of an optimal school life. Even those parents whose children were in a special 
school alluded to this. Linda (special/group 5) remembered the “tears and the tears and the tears” 
when her child left the regular school and Jess (special/group5) felt she was going against 
“everything [she] represented” when her son did the same. In group 6, which focused heavily on 
specialist schooling, one parent spoke about leaving her options open regarding the possibility of 
regular school in the future, to which a second parent responded that this would be a good thing. 
Parents in this group spoke of the stigma attached to special school and while they rejected that 
stigma (and were very happy with their children’s enrolment), one parent at least seemed to be 
resigned to special school rather than preferring it. “I think the sooner you accept that, the easier 
your life becomes because you are not fighting with demons” (Pam, special/group6). 
For parents whose children were in a regular school, the matter of whether inclusive schooling 
was optimal was similarly complex. Being in a typical school was one of many factors in their 
child’s school life and for most parents, even those with a commitment to inclusion, this was 
outweighed by the desire for acceptance and belonging. “We weren’t going to force him in there if 
he wasn’t going to be welcome” (Lizzie, secondary/disability). Being in a regular school did not 
guarantee that a child’s life would be optimal. “Unfortunately ... [negative experiences have] been 
the main experience we have had” (Shelly, secondary/disability). These parents’ views illustrate 
perhaps the most crucial aspect of SRV’s valued social participation which is that a child’s 
participation with typical people, in typical activities, and in typical places must be valued. Parents 
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of children without disability seemed to assume that their sons and daughters were valued; this was 
not discussed in their groups. When children had disability, however, parents were very aware that, 
for school life to be optimal, a regular school enrolment was insufficient. The presence and 
participation of their children had to be wanted and appreciated if their children were to have an 
optimal school life. 
The Influence of Wounding on What is Seen as Optimal 
SRV posits that hurtful things (i.e., wounding) are likely to be associated with disability, and that 
these damaging experiences (or fear of them) impact on families, and influence what parents see as 
optimal for their children. Rejection is an example of a wound described by many parents. The 
impact of this wound (and the fear of this) was illustrated powerfully by Jess (special/group5) who, 
even though her child was no longer in a regular school, spoke many times about her panic when 
the phone rang, and her dread that her son would be expelled from special school. It was evident 
that her son’s rejection had severely impacted on both her own and his life and that all other hopes 
for school life had become subsidiary. “So therefore, along the way … your expectations; what is 
your goals, your optimum … ‘Okay, let’s just hope he’s happy enough to get to school today and 
that the teacher won’t call me at the end of it’.” Pam, too, (special/group6) reflected on the impact 
of exclusion: “We’ve had a lot of kids come back to special school … I can’t imagine how they feel 
when they’ve been in a mainstream school and then they’re forced back into here. The cultural 
shock alone must be horrendous.” 
The holding of low expectations is another wound described by parents. Jill 
(primary/disability), for example, spoke at length about the years wasted at her son’s first school 
and her sadness at leaving their local community in order to find a school that would teach him. 
Although she was clear that an optimal school life meant inclusion at their local school, she felt 
forced to move away from their neighbourhood in order to avoid further damage. 
A notable wound was the damage to the parent-child relationship when participants had to 
struggle to secure an optimal school life. This was particularly so in the regular school system. 
While many parents related stories of this struggle, two parents spoke specifically about how 
difficulties with the school negatively impacted on their relationship with their child; that is, seeing 
one’s child as someone who brings stress into the house: “you see your child for who they are more 
… rather than something that you’re trying to help or fix or advocate for …. It’s your child then. 
It’s like any other child … someone to have fun with and enjoy …” (Ellen, primary/disability). 
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Discussion 
Findings that children with disability continue to experience educational disadvantage (e.g., 
Anderson & Boyle, 2015; Mithen et al., 2015) highlight the critical nature of information about an 
optimal school life for these children. As important decision-makers and witnesses to children’s 
lives, parents are well-positioned to provide authoritative views on this topic; not just those who 
have children with disability, but all parents. Vital to the usefulness of this research were the 
common themes identified in the views of all groups. Insights into the elements of an optimal 
school life (that all parents hope for), provide a foundation on which a school life for children with 
disability can be imagined and shaped. If an optimal school life for children with disability is to be 
pursued, the findings of this research identify the elements that will make up that life: warm, 
positive, valued connections within a range of school groupings (including friendships, classes, and 
teams); growth and development (and high expectations for learning); the recognition and 
expression of one’s individuality and autonomy; a fundamental sense of safety and ease; and 
enjoyment of the experience. Conversely, the findings are also a reminder of the need to be vigilant 
against school lives of isolation, loneliness, time-wasting, boredom, missed opportunities, unhelpful 
stereotyping, unnecessary dependence, fear, stress, and/or unhappiness. 
Current inclusive philosophy suggests that, for inequities to be addressed, students with 
disability must be educated in regular school settings. Many scholars in the field have argued that 
for school life to be optimal, it is best pursued in the educational main arena (e.g., Allan, 2007; 
Forlin et al., 2013; Slee, 2012). Likewise, SRV is also clear that regular school settings (provided 
children are in valued social roles) relationships with children who don’t have disability, in typical 
school settings, while participating in typical school activities are inherently optimal. Being 
disconnected from typical places and people, and congregation with others on the basis of disability, 
according to SRV, are damaging life experiences (Wolfensberger, 1998). The results of this study 
indicate, however, that the issue of whether regular schooling is part of an optimal school life is not 
so straightforward for parents. Like others before them (see, for example, Wendelborg &Tøssebro, 
2010), participants indicated that educational disadvantage (e.g., social isolation, academic failure,) 
happens in all schools. Enrolment in a regular school does not currently guarantee an optimal school 
life.   
The Value of SRV as a Framework for Understanding Parental Views   
SRV was useful in providing insights into the complexity inherent in parents’ beliefs about 
regular/special schooling. Firstly, as the theory predicts, some of the things taken for granted by 
most parents of typically developing children were not as readily available when children have 
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disability (including being able to assume that a child can attend their local school, which was 
important to many parents). Findings suggest that parents had to weigh up the elements of an 
optimal school life; sometimes this meant giving up on some to gain others. Compromise is a theme 
that has also been reported by others (e.g., Byrne, 2013). Parents who named “regular” and/or 
“local” as critical elements of an optimal school life, indicated that pursuing these came at a price. 
For some, the price had been too high and other elements of an optimal school life became more 
central. Being wanted by the school community was a particularly important element when children 
had a disability. This is a critical element of SRV’s valued social participation, which makes clear 
that true social integration cannot occur when a child’s presence is coerced or he/she is not 
wanted/valued (Wolfensberger, 1998). 
Secondly, SRV helped to explain the link between perceptions and parents’ views about what 
would be optimal in their children’s school lives. A perception of “difference” is, according to SRV, 
a common response when people have disability, and a foundation for thinking that alternative, 
rather than typical, provision is necessary/optimal. The important link between perceptions of 
difference and expectations for life experience was also highlighted by Benincasa (2012). Findings 
illustrated this effect, showing links between parental perceptions of difference (such as those 
described by Wolfensberger, 1998, e.g., illness, burden, menace) and a desire for segregated, 
specialist support. Understanding how these views are, and can be, influenced is essential, given the 
role that parents play in school enrolment and the authority they are accorded regarding school 
choice (especially when choosing special school enrolment). SRV was helpful in identifying some 
ways in which parents’ mindsets and expectancies about what is optimal were shaped, for example, 
by influential others.  
Thirdly, the dynamics of SRV’s “role circularity” were of relevance to the findings that, 
except for one parent, all participants connected an optimal school life to their child’s current 
setting (i.e., regular or special). A similar pattern was identified in earlier research by Jenkinson 
(1998). It was interesting to note the change of focus in group five (children who had moved from 
regular to special), as most of these parents spoke about regular school in a positive way. It could be 
argued that, in making the change to special school, these parents applied what SRV calls the 
“conservatism corollary” (Wolfensberger, 1998); that is, due to the heightened vulnerabilities of 
people with intellectual disability, seeking to ensure an optimal life for them entails more than 
would typically be required (Race, 1999b). Parental discussions indicate that they were instinctively 
applying this principle when they talked of having the same expectations as they would have for 
other children and also recognising that their children need more than what is usually available to 
others. A point of interest is the lack of parental confidence in regular schools to provide the extra 
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that is required. Parents seem to be anticipating future wounding (e.g., time wasting, disconnection 
from peers); a well-founded fear given the findings outlined in the introduction. They traded (but 
perhaps still valued) features that a regular school could give their children (e.g., belonging to 
neighbourhoods, relationships with regular children) for those which they thought were more likely 
in special settings (e.g., safety; meaningful learning; a sense of belonging/acceptance). 
Considerations for Generalising this Data 
While findings from this study contribute important understandings of parents’ views, they cannot 
be taken to represent parental perspectives in general, as the number of participants was only small. 
It must also be noted that there are disadvantages in using focus group methodology in that group 
conversations can be dominated by specific individuals, and topics not raised in a group may still be 
important but overlooked. The fact that similar themes were apparent in all groups, however, gives 
a degree of confidence in the findings. 
Other factors also need to be taken into consideration when looking at the usefulness of the 
findings; firstly, parents with university degrees are heavily represented and so views of others may 
be missing. Secondly, it must also be noted that, while focusing on the individual characteristics of 
students can be considered to be unhelpful within today’s inclusive education paradigm, the type 
and severity of disability have been linked in previous studies to variations in parental views (e.g., 
Byrne, 2013). In this study, it was considered inappropriate to ask parents about the severity of their 
child’s disability, as this is a difficult question to answer with any degree of reliability and also 
assumes a deficit view of disability.  
Conclusion 
This study indicates that what parents want for their children is a rich tapestry of experiences, 
feelings, and opportunities. The details may differ, but the threads of connection, growth, individual 
expression, ease, and happiness are important to all, including those whose children are described as 
intellectually disabled. Specific features of the tapestry reveal insights into experiences of school 
and the influences on parents’ hopes and dreams when children have disability. These insights are 
important because of the pivotal connection between what parents see as possible/desirable and 
what they seek and support regarding their children’s schooling.  
Findings indicate parents’ views are complex. As has been evident in the investigations of 
researchers such as de Boer et al. (2010) and Gasteiger-Klicpera et al. (2013), this is particularly so 
when children have disability. Eagerness for welcome and acceptance is interwoven with the fear of 
rejection; desire for challenge and engagement entwines with stories of wasted time and low 
expectations; hopes for recognition as an individual interlink with stereotypes and labelling. With 
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sobering predictability, the backdrop for the optimal school life that parents imagine remains a 
place divided. For some, an optimal school life plays out in a milieu of typical school communities, 
friends and activities; while for others, special places and others with disability make up the fabric 
of school days. In a time when inclusive education reform has become a legal and policy issue, it is 
critical to understand the complexity of this parental divide. Findings indicate that parents’ views 
are not as simple as a choice between regular or special schools. 
SRV has been used in this study to offer insights into the dynamics that come into play when 
a child has an intellectual disability. The theory has been applied to the focus group data to 
highlight the role of parents’ perceptions and expectancies in children’s schooling. While not using 
SRV theory as such, other research has similarly noted the influence of parental perceptions on 
children’s lives (e.g., Mouzourou, Santos, & Gaffney, 2011). It is true that, in contrast to an 
inclusive approach, SRV makes no claim as to what parents should or shouldn’t do (Wolfensberger, 
2012). It can, however, explain the link between perceptions, what is seen as possible/desirable, and 
schooling decisions. It also offers an insight into how the mindsets of parents are influenced, and 
particularly the impact of children’s school roles (both valued and devalued); this is an important 
understanding if typical schooling options are to be pursued. Therefore, SRV can be an important 
and useful tool for understanding and addressing the inequities that have been described in 
schooling for children with disability. 
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Chapter 7 
Choosing a School: Parental Decision-Making When 
Special Schools are an Option 
 
Parents may have firm ideas about what sort of school lives they want for their children but is this 
their only consideration when they go about deciding on a school? What other influences impact 
the process of decision-making regarding school enrolment? Did a child’s diagnosis of intellectual 
disability make a difference? It was clear from the start that the notion of decision-making, of 
“choice”, was a complex one (even without the additional consideration of a disability diagnosis); I 
had to look further than the literature on inclusive education to help frame my thinking about these 
questions. An investigation of choice theory did, in fact, highlight some thought-provoking issues 
that were highly relevant to my topic of decision-making, and the study that ensued is reported 
below. 
 
Mann, G., Cuskelly, M., & Moni, K. (2015). Choosing a school: Parental decision-making 
when special schools are an option. Disability & Society, 30(9), 1413-1427. doi: 
10.1080/09687599.2015.1108182 
Abstract 
Parental rights to choose a school are widely acknowledged. School choices for parents of children 
with disability have been discussed in the academic literature; however, the decision-making 
process itself is largely hidden. It is vital to understand parental decision-making around school 
choice more deeply, given the high regard with which this is viewed. Six focus groups were held in 
Queensland, Australia in 2013 to explore parental decision-making. Data were collected from 30 
parents with children of different ages, some of whom were eligible for special school enrolment. 
Most parents felt constrained in choosing a school yet eager to make decisions themselves. Most 
described the process as rational. Findings suggest that when special school was an option, 
decision-making felt more restricted and complex. Factors such as difficulty accessing reliable 
information and pressure from professionals added to the complexity. It was concluded that final 
school selection did not reliably reflect parental preferences. 
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Introduction 
Parents have a natural authority in children’s lives (Kendrick, 1996, July). In enacting that 
authority, they are faced with various schooling decisions. Perhaps the most important of these is 
which school their children will attend. The prerogative of parents to choose a school is increasingly 
recognized in education policies around the world (see, for example, Altrichter et al., 2011; Burgess 
et al., 2011).  
For the parents of some children, the process of choosing a school requires the additional 
consideration of regular or segregated schooling. The parents for whom this is a more likely 
scenario are those who have children diagnosed as being intellectually disabled (NCID, 2013). In 
Queensland Australia, where the study reported in this article took place, intellectual disability is 
the prerequisite diagnosis for special school enrolment (Queensland Government, 2013b). Although 
there is continued discussion about the problematic nature of defining people as “intellectually 
disabled” or other similar categories (see, for example, Ashby, 2010; Darcy & Dowse, 2012), it is a 
practice that continues in school systems around the world (e.g., Pfahl & Powell, 2011; Wendelborg 
& Tøssebro, 2010) and puts children diagnosed thus at risk of segregation and exclusion (Smith, 
2007). 
Parental authority regarding the choice between regular or special schooling is also widely 
acknowledged (Gasteiger-Klicpera et al., 2013) and has potential to influence policy development 
(Wilson, 2010) and the “public good” (Olson Beal & Munro Hendry, 2012). Parental decision-
making, therefore, has implications that are more far reaching than the family sphere. Just so, 
parental choices have been described as influential in both inclusive education reform (de Boer et 
al., 2010) and also in the retention of segregated schooling options (McMenamin, 2011). With 
widespread moral and legislative commitment to inclusive education, the consideration of regular or 
special schooling is a critical dimension of the decision-making of parents.  
Exercising the Right to School Choice When Children are Eligible for Enrolment in a Special 
School 
Authority and choice for parents might be espoused but exercising the right to choose is complex. 
This is true for all parents, for example, due to restrictions such as location (Bell, 2009). However, 
when children are diagnosed with intellectual disability and are more likely to be directed to 
segregated schools (NCID, 2013), the exercise of parental authority is more fraught. Parent groups 
report a perceived lack of choice, and additional stress associated with pursuing school preferences 
(e.g., CDA, 2012; QPPD, 2003).  
Research suggests that eligibility for segregated schooling complicates parental decision-
making. Schooling decisions are likely to be influenced by professional viewpoints (Prücher & 
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Langfeldt, 2002); parents may favour inclusion but choose special school enrolment (de Boer et al., 
2010); or parents may think there is no choice (Byrne, 2013) and just accept what is offered (Rabiee 
& Glendinning, 2010). A lack of access to necessary information makes it difficult for parents to 
make an authentic choice (Weidner & Herrington, 2006). Central to these added complexities is the 
problematic nature of the parent-professional relationship and the locus of the decision-making 
power. Hodge and Runswick-Cole (2008) suggested that the views of parents do not always align 
with those of professionals and that the latter continues to hold more weight when it comes to 
decision-making, in spite of rhetoric to the contrary. 
It is reasonable to conclude that at least some parents who face the decision of regular versus 
special school enrolment might “settle” for a school rather than intentionally choose it. 
Consequently, it is prudent to question school selection as an accurate reflection of parents’ 
preferences. Final school choices, often a research focus (Wilson, 2010), do not always reflect the 
multifaceted process that parents undergo to arrive at an enrolment decision. 
The Complexities of Choice 
School choice requires consideration of multiple factors (Fung & Lam, 2012). Research into 
parental decision-making is limited (Byrne, 2013), however, the process of choosing a school (as 
opposed to final selection) has largely been invisible. The literature on choice theory offers insights 
into the dynamics implicated in choosing a school. Three dynamics considered to be relevant to this 
study are outlined below and concern the tensions between: individual agency and constraints on 
individual choice; the value placed on individual liberty as opposed to professional opinion; and a 
rational approach as opposed to an emotional approach to decision-making.  
Inherent in the notion of choice is belief in individual agency (Brannen & Nilsen, 2005). 
Choice presupposes options and freedom to choose (Schick, 1997). Decisions are not made in a 
vacuum, however. Choices can only truly be understood in the context of societal conditions and 
institutional constraints (Brannen & Nilsen, 2005). Consequently, one dimension in parental 
decision-making is the degree to which parents feel free to choose a school.  
A second element in parental decision-making is the impact of “nudging” or gentle help from 
professionals towards “better choices” (Vallgårda, 2012, p. 1). Vallgårda’s discussion about liberty 
versus paternalism in the health system is just as pertinent in the context of schooling, particularly 
when there is the option of directing children to a separate, special school setting.   
A third aspect in considering school choice is one that is fundamental in discussions about 
rational choice theory; do people think before they act and always seek to maximise benefits and 
minimise costs? Or is this a tyrannical approach to choice (Salecl, 2010)? Are parental choices, in 
fact, influenced by other forces - for example, emotions - rather than by more objective criteria?   
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These three dynamics of choice were used to frame a consideration of the complexities of 
parental decision-making. The tensions they represent have not been envisaged as discrete opposites 
or as separate forces, but rather as interconnected elements operating as continua along which 
individual parents occupy differing positions, depending on their own unique experience of the 
decision-making process.  
Purpose of the Study 
This study examined the process of school choice, and investigated the dynamics of parental 
decision-making. Decision-making for all parents was explored; however, particular attention was 
paid to parents for whom the choice of special school was an option. While final school selection is 
clearly important, this may not fully represent the thoughts and emotions involved in choosing. This 
study therefore focused on the decision-making rather than the outcome.  
Method 
Participants  
The participants were 30 parents from south-eastern Queensland. As is often the case, most of the 
participants were mothers (n = 28) (e.g., Fisher, 2007; Knight, 2013). Many participants held 
university degrees. A variety of children was represented; 19 with and nine without intellectual 
disability, enrolled in state/private, regular/special and primary/secondary schools.  
Data Collection  
Focus groups were used so that diverse ideas about decision-making could be collected and 
different group perspectives could be investigated (Krueger & Casey, 2009). The interactive nature 
of focus groups allows participants to exchange ideas and to delve into a topic more deeply (Stewart 
et al., 2007), including exploration of underlying beliefs (Wilkinson, 2011). 
Data Collection Procedures 
After obtaining ethical clearance (The University of Queensland #12-056), participants were 
recruited through the first author’s networks and through local disability organisations. A 
snowballing strategy developed as parents who were initially enlisted then recruited others.   
Six focus groups, with participant numbers ranging from three to seven, took place between 
March and May 2013. Homogeneous groups (with respect to school placement) were organised; 
schooling choices can be an emotional topic (particularly with regard to regular versus special 
school choice) and it was important that the participants felt comfortable (Stewart et al., 2007).  
Group 1 (primary/no disability) represented four children without disability in primary. 
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Group 2 (secondary/no disability) represented five children without disability in secondary (seven 
participants including two couples). 
Group 3 (primary/disability) represented five children with intellectual disability in regular primary. 
Group 4 (secondary/disability) represented five children with intellectual disability in regular 
secondary. 
Group 5 (special/group 5) represented six children with intellectual disability who had moved from 
regular to special school. 
Group 6 (special/group 6) represented three children with intellectual disability always enrolled in 
special school.  
 
Groups were mainly composed of existing friends/acquaintances to encourage free-flowing, 
natural conversations (Kitzinger, 1994). Most sessions were held in a family home to foster a 
relaxed atmosphere. One group preferred a familiar school meeting space. Discussions lasted 
approximately one hour. Consent forms were signed and collected prior to the focus groups. 
Confidentiality and other ground rules were discussed. Sessions were audio-recorded.  
The Focus Group Moderator 
The first author was the focus group moderator and is the parent of children both with and without 
disability and practiced in working with parents. Her own experiences provided an understanding of 
the discussion, and the potential that parents would feel more comfortable to talk freely. Although it 
was unavoidable that her own experiences would influence analysis of the data, and indeed personal 
knowledge can lead to rich reflection in the process of analysis (Rix & Matthews, 2014), there was 
intent to avoid moderator bias while facilitating the focus group discussions. Questions and answers 
were intentionally posed so as not to favour specific opinions; care was taken with voice and facial 
expression; and a co-facilitator was present at each session to affirm that the focus groups provided 
an open space for parents to express their views freely.  
Focus Group Questions 
The three dynamics identified earlier were used to develop the focus group questions: the degree to 
which parents felt free to choose a school; the degree of importance parents placed on choosing the 
school themselves; and the extent to which parents saw their decision-making as rational or 
emotional.  
Data Analysis  
Audio-recordings were transcribed. Pseudonyms were used for participants, children, and school 
locations. Summaries were distributed and participants were asked for feedback. Nine parents did 
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so, and a further six indicated that they had read the summary. Everyone who responded confirmed 
that the outline was an accurate account of the conversation. One summary was not validated by 
parents (regular secondary); in this group, two participants indicated that they had read the 
summary, but no feedback was given.  
There were four overarching matters inherent in the focus group questions: constraints on 
choice; direction sought from others; factors weighed up when choosing a school; and emotions 
involved in school choice. Initially, headings were created with these matters in mind, and then a 
single transcript was read and initial notes were made to record the topics discussed. Topics were 
examined for clusters, and themes emerged. This procedure was repeated with each transcript; each 
time adding to the topics under each heading and refining the emerging themes. As transcripts were 
read and coded into themes, tensions were noted under each heading. So, too, were differences 
between parents who had the option of a special school and those for whom this was not a 
consideration. Once all transcripts had been coded, topics were again examined and themes were 
further refined. 
NVivo (Version 9) was used to sort and store the comments. Comments were coded in NVivo 
according to the concept expressed rather than the language unit (e.g., word, phrase, sentence). One 
transcript was read and coded by a second coder as a check that the analysis had captured the range 
of issues raised in the focus group conversations. The second coder identified the same topics as the 
primary coder. One new topic was also identified and this was subsequently added to the list.  
Findings 
In the process of choosing schools, parents generally felt constrained, yet eager to make decisions 
for themselves. They were more likely to describe their decision-making as rational. Not all aspects 
of the focus group discussions are able to be reported here; the authors can be contacted for more 
information about the full range of topics that was discussed.  
In reporting the analysis of the data, information from all focus groups is included; however, 
particular attention is paid to the experiences of parents for whom special school was an option. 
While the first author’s own experiences inevitably influenced reflection on the data, it is the intent 
of the authors to foreground the participant voice in the reporting of the analysis.  
Freedom to Choose Versus Feeling Constrained  
Many more parents felt constrained in their choices regarding school enrolment than felt free to 
choose. Notably, parents who had a child with disability in a regular school felt more hindered than 
those in other groups. 
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Family constraints and limitations imposed by rules/regulations were discussed in all groups 
but one. Many of the restrictions perceived as unavoidable (e.g., financial, transport, school 
catchment, enrolment policies) have been discussed previously in the literature (e.g., Burgess et al., 
2011) and illustrate the types of constraints that all parents face. 
When Children were Eligible for Special School 
When special schools were an option, parents experienced additional restrictions. Denial of 
enrolment was discussed: “You can have a school 800m from your door but the principal says, ‘No, 
no, no … not the place here’” (Jill, primary/disability/group3). Pressure to go to a certain school 
was common: 
I was actually being suffocated by them actively looking to shut me down … my only 
choice that was left was to send Sam to The Valley Special School. (Jill, 
primary/disability/group3, original emphasis)  
Pressure was also exerted in more subtle ways: “There wasn’t a choice … I just didn’t have 
the energy, or the time to invest, to fight it” (Nelly, special/group5). In theory parents were free to 
choose, but choices were not always endorsed:  
It’s a forced choice, in that there is a wide range of choices … I could send my son to 
school where he’s repeatedly suspended … I could have chosen that, but funnily enough 
that’s not what I chose; so to me it’s not a real choice. (Julie, primary/disability/group3; 
original emphasis) 
Some conversations reflected the constraints imposed by teachers’ beliefs in segregated rather 
than regular schooling:  
… they’d always go back to the [Special Education Development Unit] for a report about 
your child and if they had the view that your child belonged in a special school or a certain 
school, that was the report they’d give … the schools were choosing. (Mandy, 
primary/disability/group3)  
Parents also spoke about not having the same range of choices they had had for other 
children; for example, not being able to choose a Catholic high school “like we’d always planned to 
do right through school” (Barb, special/group5) and also, not being able to follow siblings through 
school: 
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His older brother Sean went to The Avenue … this is where he most probably should go … 
we did have meetings and they did offer us half a day and so we said no … but I used to 
wonder about whether I’d tried hard enough to make that work. (Emma, 
secondary/disability/group4) 
One parent described being able to choose freely between special schools (if not the full range 
of schools), and the bending of rules which would typically limit choice so that her son could attend 
a special school: 
I had a huge amount of freedom which special school I wanted to send him to because they 
were so desperate to get rid of him that they offered me all sorts of deals like, Broadhill is 
so far out of our way … “We organise a bus for you. We organise the bus; we organise 
everything as long as you take him to special school.” (Nelly, special/group5; original 
emphasis)  
Some parents felt freer to choose than others; for example, all parents in Group 6 spoke about 
being directed to special school, yet most in Group 4 (secondary/disability) felt a strong sense of 
agency. Some parents described the lengths they would go to for their preferred school: “We travel 
a long way for his school. I saw it as being a great school for him … but, being away from the 
school, living away from the school, does make it harder” (Kate, primary/disability/group3). “I did 
just have my wish list of what I wanted. I found schools and that process involved us moving house 
but that was my personal choice” (Sarah, secondary/disability/group4). 
Liberty Versus Paternalism 
Although a small group of parents indicated a strong desire for direction from others, it was more 
likely for parents to feel firmly about wanting to make their own choice. The importance of 
deciding for one’s self was invariably linked with discussions about the need for informed choice. 
Only two groups showed any enthusiasm for external direction; Group 2 (secondary/no disability) 
and Group 6 (special). 
What Direction was Wanted? 
The meaning of “direction from others” was discussed at length in all groups. Individual exceptions 
were Sarah (secondary/disability/group4) stating “… take direction from someone else … nup … 
I’m totally opposed to that”, and Elizabeth (secondary/no disability/group2; original emphasis):  
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I actually valued that over and above necessarily the actual decision … the opportunity that 
we could make that decision … something my parents never had the opportunity for and I 
certainly appreciated the fact that we were in a position that we could do that.  
Most parents deliberated over the balance between wanting to make their own decision, and 
getting information and advice they needed. In the final evaluation, however, choosing for 
themselves was important to most. “I don’t think anybody really wants to be told what to do. You 
don’t like to be told, ‘Well this is where you’re going’” (Kate, primary/disability/group3). Most 
participants, however, acknowledged that to make a decision, they needed input from others: “Sure, 
I wanted to get as much information as I could from everybody” (Naomi, secondary/no 
disability/group2). Notably, Group 6 conversations (special school) indicated greater reliance on 
direction from people in authority. “’Cos it’s all new to you; you don’t know what’s best for your 
child … somebody in the [Early Childhood Development Program] that assessed your child and 
said ‘Well, he’s this and this so he’ll be going there’” (Pam). “It was only after a friend told me I 
had the freedom to choose … that I knew I had the freedom to choose” (Sandi). 
Conversations indicated that parents valued both practical information and 
impressions/feelings about a school: “I was looking for really concrete stuff. What options can you 
provide for him? What vocational opportunities were there?” (Mary, secondary/disability/group4), 
and “just listening to other people’s experiences and how they found it” (Gwen, primary/no 
disability/group1).  
From Whom did Parents want Direction? 
Participants looked to an array of people to source information and advice. All groups discussed 
wanting information from educators/professionals and also from other parents, although the 
weighting placed on these varied. Many participants highly valued the perspectives of other parents:  
I’m someone who generally is quite happy to take direction to a certain degree, but through 
experience, the trouble is you don’t trust that direction … the information I trust the least is 
from within the education system. I would much more, put much more weight to other 
parents. (Julie, primary/disability/group3; original emphasis) 
The following comment illustrates a different, less common perspective: “Our kids didn’t 
come with an instruction manual … the whole situation was very, very different to putting my 
daughter through school …. You need guidance from people that did  know what they were saying” 
(Pam, special/group6; original emphasis). Some parents also spoke about trusting their own 
judgement, doing their own research, considering their own expert knowledge of their child and 
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forming their own opinions. For Group 2 (secondary/no disability), the final selection was very 
much a family decision. 
When Children were Eligible for Special School 
A common thread when parents had the additional choice of a special school was the struggle to 
access reliable information:  
It’s really important to make your own decision based on the information you are able to 
get … that’s probably something that I’m trying really hard to let go of is how angry I am 
at how difficult they made it for me. (Jill, primary/disability/group3) 
Being given misinformation was discussed: “Sometimes you can make a judgment about a 
school by somebody giving you not the right information, you know” (Kate, 
primary/disability/group3). Some parents implied that there were attempts to influence their 
decisions by the way information was/was not supplied:  
If everything was a great system and you really trusted people’s experience and opinions 
then, if it came from that sort of source you would take that direction, but it has been learnt 
experience to become more and more sceptical. You think, “No, I have to suss this all out. 
I need to research it and I need to make the decision because I cannot trust the 
information.” (Julie, primary/disability/group3; original emphasis)  
Our choice of where he is, is still in question … they are still … feeding me options for the 
local special school and I thought that was done and dusted … wasn’t till I left the meeting 
that I came away with the distinct impression that they wanted me to enrol him at the local 
special school. (Shelly, secondary/disability/group4) 
There were differences between parents of children in regular and segregated settings. 
Participants in Group 6 (and to a lesser extent in Group 5) felt that they did not know what to do, 
wanted reassurance/guidance, or wanted to be told where their children should go. This was in stark 
contrast to parents with children in regular schools. These parents also spoke of wanting advice and 
information; however, a common theme in these groups was a vehement defence of their right to 
decide.   
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Rational Versus Emotional Decision-Making  
Parents were much more likely to describe their decision-making as rational than emotional. Many 
participants indicated a mix of the two. The only participants to position the decision as emotional 
were from special school groups.  
Rational Components 
Parents talked about weighing up what was best for their child. Some also weighed up what was 
best for themselves and their families. What was thought of as rational varied, depending on an 
individual’s perspective. For example, for some it was logical to go to the nearest school: “Locality. 
It was the closest” (Gwen, primary/no disability/group1). For others, it was rational to drive to the 
school of choice: “We travel a long way for his school. I saw it as being a great school for him” 
(Kate, primary/disability/group3).  
The notion of what would be “best” was not straightforward. It was influenced by parents’ 
dreams for their children—for example, “Life is big. The community is big … you want Michael to 
be out there, in amongst it all” (Mary, secondary/disability/group4)—and by family/personal 
beliefs: 
We’ve always been in Catholic Education … this was a state school. It was a big one. We 
didn’t know anything about the state system, at all, so we had to then consider whether that 
was going to fit into our ideals of what schools would be. (Linda, special/group5) 
One group (secondary/no disability/group2) discussed the interconnectedness of family 
interests: “Optimal for them? Or you? Or everyone? What suits the whole family usually helps them 
doesn’t it” (Prue). 
Emotional Components 
Parents spoke about negative and positive emotions involved in decision-making. They discussed 
whether consideration of aspects like happiness and ease was rational or emotional (in that these 
were feelings but it was rational to want to feel that way). Parents spoke of worry, for example, 
about the negative impact of choices on their children, as well as the protective desire for children 
to be welcomed and settled. Some spoke of their own memories of school and how these influenced 
choices. “An emotional part for me was I wanted my children to have the same experience that I 
had of school” (Rosie, primary/no disability/group1). 
Many discussed stress and guilt. Some talked about a sense of loss around their decisions—“I 
just gave up … I cried a lot … I was really quite upset by the whole decision that I felt was pretty 
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much pressured into so yeah, really emotional” (Nelly, special/group5)—as well as the good 
feelings, relief, comfort, and familiarity that influenced their choices:  
The emotional side of it, for me, was a positive one. It’s more like that wonderful sense of 
belonging and that he was there with kids that he’d known since he was two and a half and, 
you know, it was a community. (Denise, special/group5) 
Some parents spoke about the role that instincts played: “It was totally a gut feeling after that, 
so the pros and cons of what we thought each one had to offer … then basically for me, it was … 
yeah, a feeling” (Emma, secondary/disability/group4). 
When Children were Eligible for Special School 
Although most parents spoke of their decision as rational, their language sometimes told a different 
story. “I think I fell apart when I got home” (Jill, primary/disability/group3). “My stomach was 
turning over just thinking about it” (Lizzie, secondary/disability/group4). Conversations suggested 
that choosing a school was more emotional for parents who had to factor in the possibility of a 
special school. Facing rejection (sometimes repeatedly), ongoing stress and/or uncertainty were 
significant factors in decision-making for many of these parents. “There wasn’t a huge amount of 
emotion … well, maybe there was… it was an extremely stressful and emotional time because this 
was school number three in a six month period” (Julie, primary/disability/group3). 
Beliefs about inclusion were significant in weighing up what was best for a child: “For me it 
was … embracing the inclusive side of it. I didn’t want him in a separate school getting the separate 
bus … inclusion was what we wanted” (Mandy, primary/disability/group3). Pam (special/group6; 
original emphasis) had a different view:  
I early on accepted that Gabe had to go to a special school … I wanted the very best for 
him … but the bottom line was, Gabe needed a special school so he had to go to a special 
school so I call that more a rational decision and acceptance.  
Some parents selected a special school even though they believed in inclusion:  
You’re going against everything I thought I represented which was an inclusive education 
… I had to really weigh up a whole lot and Oliver … was he going to be happy? Was it 
going to take the pressure off him? (Jess, special/group5) 
Parents of children with disability spoke more extensively about considering competing 
family needs when making the decision: “I find that really hard … just trying to … my work … 
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Chloe’s missing out … everybody … everybody is missing out somewhere” (Jill, 
primary/disability/group3). 
Discussion 
Freedom of Choice  
While academics and policy-makers recognise the role of parents in decision-making, and school 
choice is widely espoused, this study adds further evidence that the reality of choice for parents 
does not mirror the rhetoric. This was especially so when children were eligible for a special school 
enrolment. In addition to the institutional constraints faced by all parents in their decision-making 
(Hechter & Kanazawa, 1997), most participants whose children were eligible to attend a special 
school also had to contend with attitudinal barriers. Stories of inclusive enrolments being denied 
and discouraged, and special school enrolments advised and endorsed by educators, suggest that 
teachers’ beliefs were obstacles to parental decision-making. It was telling to hear how flexibility 
with regulations (catchment areas and transport regulations) was used in attempts to influence one 
parent’s enrolment choice. Numerous examples of undermined decisions highlight the importance 
of understanding the broader context in which parents make their choices. In extreme cases, 
decisions were “forced”; participants had been offered choice but at the same time had been 
deprived of it or were bullied to choose a certain way (Salecl, 2010). Such pressure was only an 
issue in the context of a regular versus special school decision. 
Desire to Make the Choice 
Lengthy discussions about what constituted “direction from others” highlighted the complexity of 
this aspect of choosing. Most parents in the study wanted the final choice to be theirs; however, 
making an informed decision meant a reliance on others. To make an informed choice, one needs to 
be properly equipped (Salecl, 2010). It was interesting that the preferred source of 
information/advice differed between the groups. Whether parents see the “expert” as people in 
authority (many in Groups 5/6), as other parents (Group 3), as themselves, in knowing what was 
best for their child (Group 4), or as their children/families (Group 2) clearly will have an impact on 
the decision-making process.  
Holders of information had more power over parental decision-making when there was a child 
with disability involved, a theme discussed recently by Lalvani (2014). Observations that 
professionals hold disproportionate weight in their relationship with parents and are reluctant to 
share information (Hodge & Runswick-Cole, 2008) held true in the present study. Numerous 
conversations about a lack of information, misinformation and selective information being provided 
by educators/professionals illustrate the difficulties that were experienced by participants in trying 
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to make well-informed decisions. This was a cause for frustration, anger, and confusion 
(particularly in Group 3, primary/disability) and exacerbated parents’ view that they were not 
supported to exercise their right to choose. Although some participants whose children did not have 
disability also spoke of frustrations about accessing information, this was neither as widespread nor 
as emotional an issue in these groups. Withholding and cherry-picking of information could be 
interpreted as deliberate coercion or as gentle “nudging” by teachers towards a “better” choice 
(Vallgårda, 2012). Either way, there was no doubt in some parents’ minds that these were attempts 
to sabotage their liberty to choose a school.  
Notable contrasts between the feelings of Group 6 (special school) and other groups illustrate 
the power of expert opinion to shape perceptions so that no alternative to the existing order of 
things is thinkable (Brannen & Nilsen, 2005). Denborough (2014) talked of the “dominant story 
line”; in this case, that professionals know best and are best placed to decide on school enrolment. 
Against the authority of this predominant story line, the belief that participants had a choice, and 
could have chosen differently, appeared to falter. 
Rational or Emotional Decision-Making  
Rational choice theory assumes that people will choose in their own best interest (Salecl, 2010). 
Most participants considered options and weighed up the pros and cons of each; however, 
perspectives on what was rational involved personal judgement (Gilboa, 2011) and internal 
wishes/desires (Salecl, 2010). Personal principles influenced choices (Goldthorpe, 1998) 
particularly in decisions about regular versus segregated schooling. It is not surprising or 
contradictory that some parents in the study both described their choices as rational and also used 
language which suggested that decision-making was highly emotional. 
Participants’ decision-making was clearly focused on what was best for their child. What is 
best was not objectively established (Schick, 1997), however, but interpreted in different ways, 
particularly with regard to the decision about regular versus special schooling. Depending on 
individual beliefs, for example, inclusive schooling was seen as both rational and irrational. The 
conflict that some parents felt about this (i.e., seeing inclusion as ‘best’ but not for their own child) 
has been noted elsewhere (e.g., McMenamin, 2011) and can perhaps be understood in terms of 
decision-making mechanisms described by Hechter and Kanazawa (1997). That is, some parents 
adjusted their decisions on the basis of past experiences or probable future states. Parents in Group 
5 specifically took into account the probability of hurtful things occurring in the future. 
The notion of “best interests” also fostered conversations about whose best interests. 
Participants had difficulty separating what was best for individual children from what was best for 
others in the family. As was also noted by Rabiee and Glendinning (2010), decision-making 
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happened in the context of the whole family. Notably, participants whose children had disability 
were prepared to go to greater lengths for a school they thought would be best. The stories of 
traveling long distances, school transfers and family relocation highlight decisions that were 
difficult but considered necessary for their children’s good.  
Sometimes, the sheer complexity of the decision-making led participants to choose “good 
enough” (Goldthorpe, 1998). Maximising outcomes for themselves, their families and their child 
was difficult or not feasible; the final school choice clearly reflected an act of compromise. 
Conclusion 
This study provides insights into the complexities of choosing a school through exploring parents’ 
experiences. Findings indicate that most parents in the study were keen to accept responsibility for 
this decision and took the obligation seriously; however, they also suggest that, for many, decision-
making felt constrained. Restrictions on choice, while experienced to varying degrees by most 
participants, seemed to be inescapable when children could be directed to a special school. The 
extra option of segregated schooling, ironically, was associated with the feeling that there was less 
choice.  
While the voices reported here represent a small group of largely privileged, Queensland 
mothers, speaking as experts on their own lives enabled these parents to add their stories to a 
growing bank of knowledge on parental views (e.g., Rix & Matthews, 2014; Rogers, 2011). This 
was an important opportunity; parents’ voices may be unheard because they are too engaged in their 
parenting role (Knight, 2013) or their views are undervalued in decision-making processes (Hodge 
& Runswick-Cole, 2008). The rich detail of the participants’ experiences calls accepted wisdom 
about parental choice into question and gives important insights into parents’ decision-making 
process, particularly for those who face the option of a special school. Such insight is, potentially, a 
small step toward the realisation of authentic school choice for parents. 
With the current focus on inclusive education reform, perhaps the most important finding is 
the complexity associated with deciding between regular and special schooling. Additional 
complications such as pressure from professionals and difficulty in accessing reliable information 
meant that participants’ final selection did not necessarily reflect their actual school preference. 
Notably, their parental authority was vulnerable to the impact of negative feelings such as sadness, 
frustration and anger (also found by Cole, 2005), and was less likely to be defended in relation to 
regular settings. This study indicates that decision-making was, for some, and especially for parents 
of children with intellectual disability, a matter of compromise or surrender rather than active 
choice.  
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Chapter 8 
From Here to There and Back Again: The Story of a 
Mother, Her Son, Disability, and School Choice 
 
From the moment the discussion started, we all knew that Nelly’s experience was different. This 
was the focus group for parents who had decided to transfer their child from regular to special 
school and generally, these parents were happy with that move. They did not regret their time in 
regular school but each was confident that the move to special schooling had been a positive one 
for their family. All except Nelly. She was agitated throughout the discussion and, at times, 
distraught, even to the point of tears, and we were distraught with her. When it came time to look 
more deeply into the decision to transfer to special school, and I thought about who I would invite 
to take part in the research with me, my mind went immediately to Nelly. The stories of the other 
parents in the group were also insightful and each had valuable contributions to make to my study, 
but Nelly’s experiences were such vivid illustrations of the power of professionals over parental 
decision-making, I knew that it was Nelly’s story I had to capture, if she was willing. I was moving 
now into the heart of the investigation. Although I was still interested in the issue of what Nelly 
wanted out of school for Josh, her son, and how her decision-making unfolded, I wanted to go more 
deeply into the moment that regular school was no longer tenable, for whatever reason, and explore 
all that led to that decision. What I found is reported in the journal article below.  
 
Mann, G. (2016). From here to there and back again: The story of a mother, her son, 
disability, and school choice. International Journal of Inclusive Education, 20(9), 909-920. 
doi: 10.1080/13603116.2015.1122842 
Abstract 
Nelly and her children live in Queensland, Australia. When it came time for her second youngest 
son to start school, Nelly was not prepared for the difficulty that she had enrolling him at the school 
of her choice. In spite of her son’s disability, Nelly thought that it was natural that he would go to 
his local school with his sister. It is not surprising that she expected this, given the legal and policy 
endorsement of inclusive education that exists in the Queensland education system. What unfolded 
in Nelly’s life as she pursued this enrolment is the subject of this article. This is the story of a 
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mother who believed in and hoped for inclusive schooling for her son but who found herself caught 
in a series of events and experiences which ultimately led to the decision to transfer him into a 
special school. This is also the story of how, disillusioned and regretful, she went on to undo that 
decision. Told primarily in Nelly’s own words, this narrative provides a deep insight into one 
mother’s efforts to exercise her parental authority, the difficulties she encountered in trying to do 
so, and the consequences for her son.  
§ 
I am sitting opposite Nelly at a coffee shop and watching her as she reads. We are enveloped, she 
and I, by the noise of the lunchtime crowd and the warmth of a Queensland summer. Nelly’s silence 
is unusual in this place and it is not like her to be this still; in all our other meetings, Nelly has been 
animated and lively. I have been watching her face intently, looking for signs that I have captured 
the essence of the tale that she has been telling me over the past few months. I, too, sit silently and 
while I wait for Nelly to finish, I reflect on what she has told me about the course her life took once 
her son entered the schooling system. 
Nelly’s path had first crossed mine when we both attended the Annual General Meeting of a 
parent advocacy group. Even though her son, Josh, was beginning his schooling life and my son 
was finishing his, Nelly and I had things in common; for example, caring for, and about, someone 
with intellectual disability, and a belief in inclusive education. I contacted Nelly some six months 
later, when I was doing doctoral research into parents’ decision-making about school enrolment, 
and she agreed to participate in focus groups I was holding. The story that Nelly told at her focus 
group session was so compelling that I invited her to join with me in a deeper exploration of her 
decision-making. I explained that I would be undertaking narrative research into parents’ decisions 
to transfer their children from regular to special schools. She eagerly agreed to participate. Although 
parents’ stories about schooling are inevitably entwined with the stories of their children, and the 
contribution of the child’s voice to academic research is increasingly recognised (McMaugh, 2011), 
the focus of my research was parental decision-making so it was Nelly’s, rather than Josh’s, point of 
view that I was keen to capture.   
Now, as I sit across from her, my mind goes back over Nelly’s story and arrives at the 
remarkable place she is now. It is an unlikely place for her to be and I think of my relief on hearing 
about her son’s successful return to his local school and the positive steps in Nelly’s life that have 
followed (e.g., a much hoped for move to full-time work). In my experience, it is rare for parents to 
move their children from special to regular schooling, however desired an inclusive education might 
be. I suspect that it is particularly unusual once a transition to special school has been made. Parents 
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tend to be content with their child’s current schooling situation (Gasteiger-Klicpera et al., 2013) and 
even when they value inclusion, for various reasons, they may choose special schooling for their 
own child (McMenamin, 2011). Knowing, as I now do, about the difficult, stressful and unhappy 
years that Nelly spent in securing and maintaining a mainstream enrolment the first time around, I 
cannot help but reflect on the courage and commitment that such a rethink must have taken. I also 
cannot help but remember my own reaction to Nelly’s words when she told me in our last research 
meeting that she was contemplating this move: 
Just talking about what happened and articulating all the things that have happened, 
reliving it, you know? I relived the decision-making process that was so painful for me at 
the time; I relived all that and having that distance has given me the perspective that I 
needed to say, ‘no, it was actually the wrong decision I made’ and I have to, you know, 
that’s okay; I have to turn the clock back, you know. I have to turn things around. 
Story telling can have a profound effect on the teller (Lewis, 2011) and I should not have been 
surprised that the research process had an impact on Nelly’s thinking. I was nonetheless 
disconcerted when she told me that she was considering advocating for re-entry into her local 
school. While agreeing with her convictions, I worried that I would unwittingly be the cause of 
further pain and worry in Nelly’s already overly stressed life. The boundary between our research 
relationship and our connection as parents shifted at this point; it became particularly blurred when 
Nelly asked my advice about getting her son back into his local school. I could not, now, just 
passively receive her story; listening was no longer enough (Connelly & Clandinin, 1990). 
Knowing that the research process had contributed to her decision, I entered Nelly’s story at that 
point, feeling emotionally and morally compelled to assist (Bloor, 2011).  
Should the decision to send a child with disability to a regular school cause parents stress and 
difficulty? Certainly research findings suggest that parental rights to decision-making are not 
always easy to claim (Byrne, 2013); however such findings are surprising given the authority with 
regard to school choice that parents are accorded by both academics (Gasteiger-Klicpera et al., 
2013) and policy makers (Lamb, 2009). Perhaps then, if parental choice is widely acknowledged to 
be a right, it was a desire for regular schooling that was the source of the trouble that Nelly 
experienced. There is evidence that inclusion can be more worrisome and demanding for parents of 
children with disability (CDA, 2015), but this, too, is surely an unexpected finding, given the 
current focus on inclusive education. When Nelly was making her decisions about school 
enrolment, educational authorities operated under the jurisdiction of Article 24 of the Convention 
on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities (CRPD), the Australian Disability Discrimination Act 
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(DDA) (containing specific Standards for Education), and a state inclusive education policy 
(Queensland Government, 2016c updated since the time Josh enrolled). It is understandable that she 
expected to enrol her son in the school of her choice, and that this could be her local regular school, 
should she so desire. What is not so easy to understand is why that expectation caused Nelly and her 
family so much grief that she felt the enrolment she had chosen was not sustainable. 
I reflect on Nelly’s story and the points of decision-making that have led her son from the 
local to the special school and then back again. What is clear to me, as I think about what Nelly has 
told me, is that this story, for many reasons, is important to tell. Firstly, it goes deeply into the 
question of power in schooling decisions, a topic pivotal to discussions on parental authority 
(Hodge & Runswick-Cole 2008) and sheds light, specifically, on the difficulties with claiming 
authority when a child has a disability. The narrative process has been described as a way of 
approaching complex issues (Connelly & Clandinin 1990); just so, the story of Nelly’s life as she 
undertakes an ongoing process of school choice offers a particularly potent way to examine the 
incongruence between the rhetoric and reality of parental rights, especially with regard to parental 
preference for inclusive education. Secondly, while important as a window into one family’s 
experiences, Nelly’s story also provides an insight into the state of inclusive education at a time 
when interest in education for students with disability is high (as demonstrated by the Australian 
Review of the Disability Standards for Education 2015; and Senate Inquiry into Education for 
Students with Disability 2015). Narratives are “works of history as much as they are about 
individuals” (Kohler Riessman, 2002, p. 697), and Nelly’s story illustrates the inconsistencies in a 
schooling system which espouses inclusive education (Queensland Government, 2016c) yet 
maintains, and in Nelly’s case, promotes, segregated schooling. Against this backdrop, the telling of 
her tale is, for Nelly, an act of social change (Hanisch, 2013). In contrast to the challenged yet 
persistent community narrative of separate schooling for children with disability, Nelly’s account 
provides a thought-provoking counter-narrative (Fisher & Goodley, 2007); a powerful story of  a 
mother’s belief in inclusive schooling for all children and of her resistance to the status quo. Finally, 
Nelly’s story is important because it gives her a presence in discussions about educational equity 
and diversity. Very often, it is academics and educators who interpret the feelings and experiences 
of parents (Lalvani, 2014); although there is a growing parent voice in the academic literature (see, 
e.g., Rix & Matthews, 2014), parents are often silent, busy with the business of parenting (Knight, 
2013). The opportunity to tell her story allowed Nelly, herself, to give an account of why she made 
the decisions that she did; her own words are used extensively, either quoted or paraphrased, in the 
narrative recorded below. 
  
118 
 
So, here is Nelly’s story. It tells of a mother who believed in and hoped for regular schooling 
for her son but who found herself caught in a series of events and experiences which ultimately led 
to the decision to transfer him into a special school. This is also the story of how, disillusioned and 
regretful, she went on to undo that decision. It is a tale which highlights Nelly’s efforts to exercise 
her parental authority and the difficulties she encountered in trying to do so. In the telling of the 
tale, contrasts between the mindsets of Nelly and the professionals who worked with her will also 
be revealed; clear illustrations of Lalvani’s conclusion (2015) that teachers and parents perceive 
disability differently. This will also mean an exploration of the consequences for both Nelly and 
Josh of the differing perceptions, expectations, and schooling decisions.  
Starting Out: Deciding on a School  
This is not really a decision-making process; this is what I always knew would happen. To 
me this was the natural thing to happen. So it was never really a big … I was actually very 
surprised that it wasn’t a natural thing to happen … It was more the point of realisation that 
it wasn’t as easy as I believed it was because up to the time when he had to go to school, I 
was always convinced that he would go to a mainstream school. 
Nelly’s first thoughts about a school for Josh were uncomplicated. Even though Josh had been 
diagnosed with intellectual impairment, and was suspected to also be autistic, Nelly believed in 
“social inclusion as a principle of human rights”. She was “very clear always that [regular 
schooling] was going to be [her] choice, that [Josh] was going to be into mainstream school”. 
Special school “was not ever going to be an option”.  
Fundamental to Nelly’s decision-making was her view of her son. Josh was Nelly’s sixth 
child and, in spite of the challenges associated with his disability, including difficult behaviour, he 
was firmly embedded in his household as a son and brother; a valued family member. Nelly was an 
experienced mother and she had been through the schooling journey many times before. When it 
was time to decide where to send Josh to school, it felt natural to her that he would go with his sister 
to the local Catholic school. “I was this cocky mum who walked in and said, ‘I’d like to enrol my 
son with a disability.’” 
There was tension, however, between Nelly’s expectations and those of educational 
professionals from Nelly’s first attempt to enrol her son. To illustrate this tension (and then others 
described throughout this paper), in the quotations below, Nelly’s memories move back and forth 
between her own expectations/perceptions of Josh and her view of the expectations/perceptions of 
educators she worked with.  
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“One thing they didn’t understand was not 
only did I want him in mainstream school … 
I want him educated at the same school as his 
brothers and sisters in his community. And 
so, he can walk to school, he knows the 
neighbours’ kids not just because he 
sometimes might go outside to play but 
because he goes to school with those kids. I 
wanted him to be connected.” 
 
 “I ended up having this absolutely 
devastating meeting where … um … I was 
really not suspecting anything bad, so I 
rocked up by myself, silly, because I thought 
this was just a formality and they literally … 
umm … they went to observe him at his 
EC[D]P [Early Childhood Development 
Program], prior to the meeting and I was at a 
round table with probably five other people 
and they, they prepared literally a 
PowerPoint outlining what he could not 
possibly do and then trying to tell me the 
reasons why they could not enrol him at the 
school.” 
 
Nelly was demoralised by the school’s response.  
I was crumbling through the meeting … I walked out and I was … just locked myself in 
the car and I just needed to cry for an hour. I couldn’t drive out of the car park … because 
it was totally unexpected. I had no idea that they could even do that.  
This was the first time that I realised that this was not going to be easy, right?  
Nelly was forced to consider other options, and as she explored these, the differences between 
her views and the views of professionals became more apparent. 
 
“And I said, I don’t want a special ed unit. I 
really would like him to be at the normal 
school … at the school that he normally 
would go if he had … didn’t have a 
disability.” 
 
 “[The Guidance Officer was] totally 
opposed to my idea, inclusive schooling … 
she’s the one who then gave me the royal 
tour of all the special schools in the area.” 
“To me it has never been a question whether 
people of diverse intelligence, or diverse 
whatever, would not belong in the same pot 
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as everybody else … I must say I haven’t 
even given it a lot of thought. To me it was 
just normal that that was a choice.” 
 “She [childcare director] didn’t think it was 
a good idea, at all, for him to go to a 
mainstream school. And she also brought 
me a little discreet list one day and said, 
‘Look I printed this out. Look, they’re all 
the special schools in the area.’” 
 
Before Josh had even started in the schooling system, Nelly’s authority as a decision-maker 
was undermined. The power of educational professionals over parental decision-making has been 
reported by others (e.g., Byrne, 2013) and calls into question the notion of an equal parent/school 
partnership. This power imbalance is problematic in that parents’ views can be dismissed (Hodge & 
Runswick-Cole, 2008) and parental authority overridden (CDA, 2015). In Nelly’s case, however, 
resistance to her schooling preference served to harden her resolve, at least in the beginning. Nelly 
was very determined and when people said she could not, she did.  
 “[T]hat gave me the courage and the fighting 
… the fighting spirit I needed” 
“I was very … standing my ground very, 
very strongly” … “Special schools were out 
of the question.” 
 
 “there was always these divided camps of 
people trying to influence me to reconsider” 
… “there was not a lot of support” … “it was 
ongoing.” 
“And so I then went home and I did my 
research … the next meeting … I was super 
prepared. I was dishing it out … I totally 
changed my strategy and my approach and I 
turned up at the table with a support team and 
a bucket of research that thick and I just 
stood up and I just gave a lecture and they all 
went, okay.” … “I just stood up there and 
presented facts and figures and government 
policies and you name it, and I just threw it 
all at them … so you know, I learnt. I learnt 
very quickly.” 
 
Here: Enrolled at the Regular School  
In spite of opposition to her decision, Nelly claimed the right to enrol her son at the school of her 
choice. In 2011, the year that he turned six, Josh started his prep year at the local, state school and 
Nelly was happy with his enrolment there. This school was close to their home and there were 
strong family connections; this was “the obvious choice” when the interview with the Catholic 
school had gone badly. Nelly was generally positive about how things started out, and she and Josh 
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tried to get on with the business of a new school life. Nelly had been protected from an outright 
rejection of Josh’s enrolment by Australia’s DDA and Queensland’s Inclusive Education Policy 
(Queensland Government, 2016c), but she could not be protected from the undertow of disapproval 
that continually threatened Josh’s place in the school. In spite of her determination to fight it, the 
opposition that Nelly had felt when she first ventured into the schooling system was a powerful 
force. Those who had disagreed with her school preference persisted in their efforts to change her 
mind.  
“it is our local school and I already had a 
very good knowledge and connection to the 
school.” 
 
 “The AVT [Advisory Visiting Teacher] was 
always totally against my decision, I knew 
that right from the start and we had very 
heated discussions. She was the same AVT 
throughout the two years … I never trusted 
her. I thought she’d do anything to… to find 
a reason why he should go to special school. 
Like she was certainly, I think, also talking 
into the teacher’s ear and the principal’s ear 
that this was not an appropriate place for 
Josh.” 
“I really never anticipated any problems with 
my choice of sending him to mainstream 
school.” 
 
 “[The Guidance Officer] said look, the best 
thing that happened for my son was going to 
special ed … and, because she was a mother 
of a child with a disability, I felt like I really 
needed to take her opinion into consideration. 
But I was also deeply, deeply disappointed 
that she kind of suddenly started to advocate 
for Josh to go into special ed. I was really 
disappointed because I thought in her I had a 
really strong ally. And I was really sad about 
that. I felt really quite abandoned by her, you 
know?”  
“We were very, very strongly connected to 
that school; and I put in a lot of hours of 
volunteering and doing a lot at the school so 
to me it was always my wish really that my 
kids would all go to that school.” 
 
 [The teacher aide] quite often said to me 
“you know, he would be better off at special 
school.” … “[S]he was certainly giving 
100% but she—there was no secret about the 
fact that she felt he would do better at special 
school.” 
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The sad thing for Nelly was that “nobody ever believed it would work”. She felt that “teachers 
were scared to do anything with him because they didn’t have that specialist background” and 
although the staff made their “best effort to show that [they] do it”, she sensed that they did not 
think Josh should be there. Nelly did not deny the difficulties associated with Josh’s presence in the 
school (e.g., not sitting still, the challenge of keeping him engaged, difficulty with communication) 
but she focused on the positives and did all she could to be supportive and helpful. Her optimistic 
view of how he was faring at school stands in contrast to her memories of the misgivings and 
general negativity of some staff members.  
 
“[H]e was really learning amazingly well in 
grade one. That has to be said. So 
academically, even though he was way 
behind his cohort he went in leaps and 
bounds.” 
 
 “So that was her [the teacher’s] concern; that 
he might well be in the classroom but just not 
doing anything. Just sit there.” 
“[H]e had this following … he was like the 
kiddy magnet … I think one of the really nice 
things was that there was a particular boy. 
They did everything together—he was this 
best buddy he could ever have, yeah. And 
that was so nice.” 
 
 “the school, of course, kept telling me that 
they’re not really friends you know; they’re 
just helping him and it makes him more 
dependent … it was all framed in a not so 
positive way. I thought it was positive. I was 
delighted.” 
“Everybody [the school community] knew 
him and he was really, generally, he was 
liked … He was included, you know.” 
 
 “[E]verything was complicated.” … “I just 
sometimes thought can’t they just forget that 
he has a disability and let him go with the 
flow?” … “So the playground was a big 
complication and an issue to the point where 
they wouldn’t allow him to go to the 
playground at times.” … “Toileting was this 
big issue” … “Lunch was always made this 
big crisis situation” … “[E]ven though he 
was at the same school with everybody there 
was a lot of separate things happening to Josh 
than to other kids.” 
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Observations that educators retain a deficit view of disability (Lindqvist et al., 2011), held 
true in Josh’s case. In contrast to this view, Nelly embraced an “alternative and positive 
[framework] of meaning” (Fisher & Goodley, 2007, p. 76). She reflected that in some respects, the 
time in the regular school “did probably come close to an optimal school life” for Josh. Through 
insisting on his right to be a member of his local school, Nelly felt that many positive experiences 
became a possibility for Josh. He could walk to school, for example, embedding his connections 
with family and friends. As a class member, “he was learning well” with some teachers who were 
“amazing”. Through being a friend, Josh had a sense of belonging and safety; Nelly felt confident 
that there was a strong support network to protect Josh from bullying and teasing. Finally, Josh was 
able to make a contribution to the school through being a willing and helpful worker alongside other 
families in communal working parties (e.g., gardening, school improvements). 
From Here to There: Making the Decision to Transfer Her Son to the Special School 
By the end of Year 1, the year that Josh turned seven, pressure on Nelly to move Josh to special 
school had increased. She felt that teachers had become less tolerant of Josh’s “meltdowns”, and the 
growing strain associated with his enrolment was exacerbated by family stress. Nelly’s marriage 
had broken down by this stage and she was a single mother trying to work, study and raise a family 
on her own. Her youngest son, recently diagnosed with Attention deficit hyperactivity disorder 
(ADHD), had started Prep that year and his behaviour had deteriorated badly. Between both her 
younger sons, Nelly was called in to pick someone up from school every week. Nelly struggled to 
do her university assignments and sometimes went for nights without sleep. She worried about the 
time off work and becoming unemployable.  
 “My boss started to roll her eyes when I got a 
phone call from the school.” 
“when my phone rang I had a physical 
reaction. I became instantly nauseous …  
I started shaking, I started to get anxiety 
attacks just when my phone went off.” …  
“I was worn down, I was so worn down.” … 
“I was totally worn out by that stage.” 
 
 
When the school called a meeting at the end of Year 1, Nelly was in a vulnerable state. As 
other parents also report (CDA, 2015), she found the fight for an inclusive enrolment stressful and 
draining (“two years in the mainstream schooling took just the living out of me”), to the point of, 
for the first time, doubting her enrolment choice. Until that time, she was absolutely determined that 
Josh would stay at the regular school, but now found she was “tired of having to justify [her]self 
every time [they] had a meeting”. It is not unusual for parents’ voices to be lost in “a professionally 
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dominated discourse” (Byrne, 2013, p. 139) or to be judged “over-emotional” and “ill-informed” 
(Hodge & Runswick-Cole, 2008, p. 645). As her final meeting at the regular school unfolded, it was 
apparent that Nelly felt all of these things and that they impacted on her decision to transfer Josh to 
the special school. The following quotes illustrate Nelly’s memories of how the interactions at that 
meeting took place.  
 “exact words were ‘we all know what a 
wonderful mother you are and how much you 
care for your children and how you want the 
best for your children so we trust you to think 
about your child first’ … basically, we trust 
you to make a decision that is in favour … 
for your child. To me that sounded very 
much it was saying that I was doing my child 
a disfavor to keep him in that school.” 
“It was just that emotional blackmail, that 
thought that I could be labelled a bad parent 
for leaving him in a mainstream school that 
made me so scared because I didn’t want 
anybody to think that I was a bad parent. 
That’s when I started to doubt myself, 
because I thought, are people really thinking 
that I’m a bad mother just because I send my 
kid to … to mainstream school?” 
 
 “They were talking about this wonderful 
inclusive model … [a special school] on the 
mainstream campus” … “how wonderful the 
principal was … how he believed in all those 
things I was believing in.” 
“I said I would only consider [this school] 
because of that supposedly inclusive model 
and that’s miles away from where I live. I 
said I would only consider [it] if he gets 
transport there and back, and the next day I 
got transport approved. It’s miles away. It’s 
like three special schools further than where 
we live.” 
 
 “They just pulled every string they possibly 
could to make that happen which showed me 
they were absolutely desperate to get rid of 
him. Because to get transport to go to [there] 
that was unheard of. That was nearly as 
unheard of as having one on one support in 
the classroom.” 
“I was still feeling uneasy. I felt sick in the 
tummy. I felt still not convinced that I was 
doing the right thing.” 
 
 “Look we know you are struggling with 
those two boys, at least if Josh goes to special 
school you don’t have to worry about picking 
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him up anymore.” 
“running out of arguments” … “battling a 
battle I couldn’t win.’” 
 
 “The principal was so insistent.” … “So I felt 
pressure. I felt a lot of pressure.” 
 
“I got tired. I got tired. I got tired … I did 
seriously question my motives … there was 
always a little bit of guilt planted in my heart 
… I started to become less and less certain 
whether I did this for myself or whether I did 
this for Josh.” 
 
 
Finally, Nelly decided she “had to give it [special school] a go” and made “a special trip just 
before closing off for holidays and [she] literally handed [her] form in hours before the school 
closed; [her] signed form.”  
There: Enrolled at the Special School  
Nelly started the holidays feeling depressed. She went home and “cried for the rest of the night … 
cried all day the next day”. She had regrets from the minute the form was handed in. “I hate what 
I’ve just done. I’ve sold my kid off, you know”. Nelly felt that she had let her boy down; felt that 
she had compromised his education for her own.  
In spite of, or perhaps because of, these feelings, Nelly hoped that the new start would mean 
positive things in Josh’s life. Others have reported the benefits that parents hope to gain for their 
children through a decision for segregated schooling, for example, smaller class sizes (McMenamin, 
2011), and a safe schooling environment (Gasteiger-Klicpera et al., 2013). Similarly, Nelly trusted 
that, by going to the special school, her son would benefit from friendships on “a more equal level”, 
improved academic performance, and less time out of the classroom “to de-escalate and to calm 
down”. The initial months proved to be just so; “the first term was brilliant … beautiful”. By 
October that year, however, there were “major dramas”; Josh’s behaviour had deteriorated to the 
point that he was being regularly suspended. Nelly had worked overseas that year and Josh had 
been living with his Dad. Everyone expected that her return would help but this was not to be.  
Josh’s move into the special school did not turn out for Josh or Nelly the way she had hoped 
that it might. She hoped that with Josh safe, happy and learning, her life would also have more ease. 
Nelly was keen to focus on her own work and study and thought this would now be possible rather 
than having to constantly pick Josh up early from school, or take time off work when he was 
suspended. She found herself, however, once again on call, and the regularity of his suspensions 
made her employment situation worse.  
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I just know he gets suspended so quickly and I’m disappointed. I’m really, really 
disappointed because it seems that they cannot manage him. They don’t know at all how to 
deal with him and I don’t think they make much of an effort to find a solution to the 
problem. It’s just like if he causes any problems … on the phone, pick him up.  
The lack of an effective behaviour management plan was stressful enough for Nelly, but it 
was not the only source of tension regarding the new enrolment. While the pressure associated with 
the regular school enrolment had abated, it was replaced by Nelly’s growing alarm at the approach 
being used at the special school. Wolfensberger (2013) wrote of the devaluation that is likely to 
happen for people with disability, and of the impact of devalued social roles. Nelly witnessed the 
process of devaluation (as predicted by Wolfensberger) unfolding and watched on in distress as 
Josh moved away from the typical places and experiences of his former schooling life and further 
into the atypical places and experiences of a “special school student”. The move to special school 
took Josh a long way from home, and his physical distantiation led to social separation from his 
family and friends. Physical absence from his peers’ lives meant a breaking of newly formed 
relationships for Josh. The tentative friendships that were forming at the local school were no longer 
viable and because of the time he was spending away from the class, he had little opportunity to 
form new ones. “[T]here are no friendships; he has really just no friends. It’s a simple as that.” 
Rather than becoming part of his new class and school, Josh became increasingly isolated. His 
ongoing suspensions meant that he was not able to attend many of the school activities. “All those 
things that are very important for friendship building, for integration, for being part of the school, 
he’s missed out on all that.” As Nelly tried to cling to her hopeful vision of her son as a learner, 
friend, and class/school member, the gap between her perceptions and expectations and those of the 
school staff became wider.  
 “I just get so mad when people look at my 
boy as autism first, or intellectual impairment 
first. So, when he has his endless meltdowns 
at the school, which obviously are very 
poorly managed as far as I’m concerned, the 
reasoning behind the meltdowns are, the 
possible explanations for his meltdowns 
range from frontal lobe damage, to epilepsy, 
to goodness knows… autistic behaviour in 
general, to whatever.” 
“nobody yet has asked the question, maybe 
he’s just not happy here … and to me this 
would be the most fundamental question to 
ask, the question that you would really have 
to ask first—is he happy here, is he not happy 
here? Well, what is his reason for 
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misbehaving so badly and I think starting at 
frontal lobe damage is just a little bit far-
fetched.” 
 “He’s now been totally medicalised…I’m 
running back and forth to paediatricians; they 
want to have brain scans redone, and this and 
this and this … They can’t support him. It’s 
been a year of hell.” 
“I’m not denying, I’m not a specialist in 
autism either, I’m just a mother, but I’m 
asking basic questions … it just seems we’ve 
lost all touch with common sense now … it’s 
bothering me really badly.” 
 
 A memo from the principal to Nelly and 
other members of Josh’s team describes 
Josh’s behaviour as “assaultive episodes”, 
and a letter to the paediatrician describes 
“physically violent impulsive and dangerous 
behaviours.”  
“he had to be restrained by multiple people 
and apparently he had to be restrained for 
quite a long time. I’m not entirely sure how 
long … his dad thinks it was for 40 minutes. 
I hope that’s not true, because if it is true, I’m 
seriously concerned about it … he is a tiny 
little boy, he’s 8 years old, he’s scrawny, you 
know he’s skinny … I can’t imagine having 
to have three people holding him down for 
any length of time. I know from my home 
experience, even if I try to force him to go to 
his room he just escalates rather than calms. 
So to me, this is a totally, totally wrong way 
to deal with Josh. It’s not working, it 
definitely doesn’t calm him … I have some 
serious concerns about his management full 
stop at the moment. He’s never had to be 
restrained in mainstream—mainstream 
schooling. There’s never been an incident 
where he needed restraining at all. So … 
yeah. I’m worried what’s happening at the 
school.”  
 
 “having my finger on the pulse at [the special 
school] just sort of never really happened 
because it’s like over thirty minutes just to 
drive there. There’s no way I can drive out 
thirty minutes to go to P&C meeting and 
leave the kids at home alone. I don’t feel safe 
to be thirty minutes away at a P&C meeting. 
I can’t, I just can’t attend. And, you know? I 
don’t feel I’m part of the school community 
at [the special school] at all.” 
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“my local school, I’ve got two other children 
there; I was part of the P&C, I spent a lot of 
time in the classroom. I was involved with 
the fundraising committee; I was forever 
sausage sizzling and I was helping out at the 
disco, and I still am; I’m still very involved 
in that school.” 
 
 “I can’t just walk past the classroom, I have 
to go to the bloody reception desk, ask 
somebody to swipe me through five gates … 
I can’t just drop in. I have to go through five 
swipe gates to get to the classroom … I hate 
that because I used to be able to do that… 
just peek in and see whether everything is 
cool. I can’t do that. I have to ask to be let 
in.” 
“I could always quickly pass his classroom 
[at the local school] and see whether he was 
sitting at his desk doing something, you 
know?” 
 
 “the principal proudly told me that he now 
can count to ten, and I went, well actually in 
grade one he counted to fifteen and he had 20 
sight words; I mean I’m not so excited about 
that to tell you the truth.” 
“he’s gone backwards rather than forwards in 
that year” … “at the moment he is being 
taken out of class a lot because of his 
behaviour, and his academic achievements 
has certainly gone back drastically.” 
 
 
Researchers have found that parents and professionals can have contrasting views about 
children with disability (see, e.g., Fisher & Goodley, 2007) and that the differences in perceptions 
can lead to stress and conflict (Lalvani, 2015). When Nelly joined me to participate in my narrative 
research, her anguish over the school’s treatment of her son was quite apparent; leaving her, once 
again, in a vulnerable state. Tensions associated with parenting a large family on her own, caring 
for two boys who needed extra attention, finding a job, and constantly being on call to pick up her 
children from school, were there as before. This time, however, there was the added impact of 
disillusionment and remorse regarding her decision to transfer Josh to the special school;  
I regret it, regret it, regret it, regret it. There’s only one word. I regret it so deeply that I 
ever, ever, ever changed. That’s all it boils down to. And I’m actively trying to, to find a 
better solution for him. 
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and the emotional strain caused by the ‘wounding’ (Wolfensberger, 2013) associated with 
Josh’s move into a special school student role. It was clear when we first embarked on the narrative 
research that Nelly was not happy. Telling her story to me proved to be the catalyst for her to act on 
her feelings, to make yet another schooling decision; this time to transfer her son back into his local 
school.  
Now I feel stronger. I feel more determined than ever to stick by the decision I made 
initially because I know more than ever that that was the right decision … it’s taken me a 
little while to recognise that I was actually coerced into doing something else. At the time I 
felt I was pushed but I didn’t realise how … how badly I was pushed. It sort of only came 
… I think participating in this research made it even clearer to me, talking about it made it 
even clearer to me … gave me the conviction and the strength and the will power to get out 
there and fight for my boy again … my head came out of the sand big time. 
And Back Again: A Return to the Local, Regular School 
Nelly’s tale has now turned full circle, only this time there are some significant differences which 
she happily related the last time we spoke. As we spoke about the latest chapter in the story of her 
son’s schooling, Nelly seemed like a different person, as if she, too, had turned full circle. No 
longer was I seeing a conflicted, stressed woman, filled with doubt and regret, but a confident 
mother and a determined advocate (as she had been at the start of her story). Nelly had not 
consulted with the special school about her decision to return to regular schooling; she had just told 
them she was leaving. Negotiations with the regular school had led to Josh’s slow transition back to 
his local school; by the time Nelly and I last spoke, he was there full-time. Nelly described the 
enrolment as “very successful”, and both she and Josh as “happy”. Josh’s behaviour had changed 
significantly (from the special school reports); he had had only one suspension, and although there 
were still issues, these were not of the same extent or severity (and she no longer felt “on call”). 
Josh had once again been walking to school with his sister and was talking about his friends. Nelly 
felt that teachers were more confident with Josh (than the first time around) and there was not the 
same nervousness about the enrolment. Nelly told me, with relief, that she no longer felt anxious 
that Josh would be sent away; his place at the school felt more assured and she was confident that 
he would be there until secondary school. Nelly was now working full-time and happily following 
the career which she had studied for.  
I, too, now return to the beginning; back to the coffee shop and the lunchtime crowd. Nelly 
finishes reading, sits back in her chair and tells me that she feels satisfied with the retelling of her 
tale. I look at this courageous woman sitting in front of me, this lioness of a mother, and think about 
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what it has taken for her to claim her rightful authority as a decision-maker in her son’s life. I reflect 
on the power of her story, its insight into why a mother would choose regular schooling and also 
why she would choose special; and the complexity of holding all of this in one’s mind and heart 
while one is deciding what to do. I resist the urge to dissect it any further, knowing that the story, on 
its own, has so much to say. Nelly prepares to leave. She thanks me for the opportunity to be part of 
the process, we chat for a little longer, and we part ways. As I watch her walk away, I know that her 
story, of course, is not finished. She has many more years in the schooling system and many more 
decisions to make. If my own experience and the experience of most parents I know is any 
indicator, I know that the stress is not likely to be over yet. I cannot help but wonder what lies in 
store for Nelly and her son, and hope that I am wrong. 
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Chapter 9 
An Investigation of Parents’ Decisions to Transfer 
Children from Regular to Special Schools 
 
Nelly’s story had moved me and answered many of my questions about why a parent (in this case, 
Nelly) would make the decision to transfer to a special school. Did her tale reflect the experiences 
of other parents? I suspected not, given the very different stories that came up in the focus group 
discussion. However, many of the elements she related I had heard before. Pressure from educators 
was not an uncommon theme in other conversations I had had. Stress in the mainstream was a 
regular feature of the stories other parents had shared with me (both as part of this research and 
otherwise). How common were these features? And how often were they reasons for leaving the 
regular school? The only way to find out was to look more widely for answers and to see if there 
were commonalities in parents’ experiences. A questionnaire with which to capture the experiences 
and views of a greater number of families was developed and the final stage of this research was 
set. Chapter 9 presents the journal article that reports on what I found. This article has been 
submitted to the Journal of Policy and Practice in Intellectual Disabilities (and as with other 
articles included in this thesis, Monica Cuskelly and Karen Moni contributed to the 
conceptualisation of the study, to the data analysis and to the editing of the manuscript). 
Abstract 
Often within frameworks of inclusive education policy and legislation, many countries continue to 
provide both special and regular schools as options for students with disability. One persistent 
explanation for the maintenance of dual systems is the school choice that it offers parents. 
Enrolment decisions can be ongoing and parents may have to, or decide to, reassess their schooling 
choice. One example of this scenario is the decision to transfer from a regular to a special school. 
The aim of this study was to gain a deeper understanding of the decision-making process of parents 
who transferred their child from regular to special school. Eighty parents from Queensland, 
Australia completed a survey which collected information about their decision-making in this 
regard. A factor analysis was undertaken with survey items relating to: (1) reasons for leaving 
regular school; (2) hopes for special school; and (3) the decision-making process. Clear factors 
emerged as underlying dimensions in parental decision-making, including those relating to: (1) 
learning; (2) emotional states; (3) school culture; and (4) the difficulties associated with decision-
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making. Results indicate that parents’ decision-making is influenced by negative experiences in the 
mainstream and high expectations for segregated schooling. Emotional strain in regular schools was 
strongly linked to an exclusionary school culture, and there was an important association between 
learning and wellbeing. Implications of these findings for parents, teachers and policy-makers are 
discussed. 
Background 
In Queensland, Australia, where the research reported in this article took place, educational policy 
concerning students with disability is driven by the demands of a national anti-discrimination act 
and the requirements of the Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities (ratified by 
Australia in 2008). Queensland children with disability, therefore, have some legal protection from 
discrimination in the education system and Queensland parents are entitled to enrol their children in 
the school of their choice (within the usual constraints e.g., ability to pay fees). However, a 
flourishing inclusive schooling culture has not been a natural consequence of legislative and policy 
reform (Anderson & Boyle, 2015). As in many other countries, segregated (special) schools 
continue to exist in Queensland alongside anti-discrimination legislation and within an inclusive 
policy framework. 
A Dual Education System – The Persistence of Special Schools within an Inclusive Education 
Framework  
Queensland continues to maintain regular and special schools, plus the option of a special unit or 
class on the campus of a regular school. In 2014, 42 special schools served 4,243 children in 
physically and socially separate environments (ACARA, 2016b). Enrolment in Queensland special 
schools is possible for children who have a “severe disability which includes an intellectual 
disability” (Queensland Government, 2013b, original emphasis). 
The continued provision of a dual education system is challenged by those committed to 
inclusion (e.g., Anderson & Boyle, 2015) but is not uncommon; discussion in the literature suggests 
that the maintenance of both regular and special schooling is a widespread response to the issues of 
educational diversity (see, for example, Anastasiou et al., 2015). One persistent explanation for the 
maintenance of a dual system is the school choice that it offers parents (Jenkinson, 1998). Parental 
preferences are divided when it comes to special versus regular schooling (CDA, 2012); some 
parents act on their entitlement to enrol in regular schools while others continue to choose special 
schools for a variety of reasons. Some parents value the specialised programmes that special 
schools offer, and believe their children will be in a safer environment in segregated settings 
(CDA); some parents prefer the smaller class sizes and the low student-staff ratio (Jenkinson); some 
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parents are frustrated with the lack of funding and suitably-trained teachers in regular schools and 
see special school as a better alternative to an under-resourced mainstream option (National People 
with Disabilities and Carer Council, 2009). 
Transferring from Regular to Special Schools  
School enrolment decisions are complex when children have a disability (Mann et al., 2015) and 
can be a “live question throughout a child’s school career” (CDA, 2012, p. 11). For various reasons, 
parents might want to, or have to, reassess their schooling choice. One example of reassessment is 
the scenario in which parents decide to transfer their child from a regular school to a special school. 
The AIHW (2008) reported that between 1998 and 2003, 29% of children who started school in 
regular classes left this environment, with just over a third moving to a special school (others who 
left moved into segregated classes or left school). The report cites a number of reasons for this, 
including the complex needs of students, class sizes, lack of teacher knowledge, and service gaps. 
More recently, Byrne (2013) discussed children’s age as a factor in school changes and the 
appropriateness of a mainstream provision as children get older. Other reasons for transferring to 
special school include parents’ disillusionment with their mainstream experience; for example, 
negative experiences in the primary years (Byrne), resistance and difficulty experienced in regular 
schools (CDA), and lack of systemic support for inclusion (National People with Disabilities and 
Carer Council, 2009). Furthermore, parents might believe that inclusion is beneficial and still decide 
on special school enrolment (de Boer et al., 2010). This inconsistency can, perhaps, be explained by 
the influence of educational staff (as discussed by Byrne, 2013); the impact of professional opinion 
on parents’ decision-making can be significant (Hodge & Runswick‐Cole, 2008). Maintaining a 
regular school enrolment for a child with disability can meet with resistance (Lalvani, 2013) and 
persisting with inclusion in the face of this resistance can stretch a parent’s capacity to continue on 
that path.  
It is now more likely than not for Australian children with intellectual disability to begin their 
schooling in mainstream schools (AIHW, 2008). While many remain there, figures from the 
Department of Education and Training (DET) database of the number of Queensland children who 
have not continued in regular schools reveal that of 4,404 students enrolled in special schools in 
2015, 36.8% (1,622) had transferred there from a regular school (DET, personal communication, 30 
April, 2015).   
Specific Aims of the Study 
In order to understand, and potentially influence, trends in enrolment for students with intellectual 
disability, it is important to investigate parents’ decision-making in this regard (Byrne, 2013). 
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Parents are accorded great authority in schooling decisions and their choices have been credited 
with progressing both inclusive and special education (de Boer et al., 2010). With inclusive 
legislation and policy in mind, this study explored why Queensland parents decided to move their 
child from a regular to a special school. 
An investigation of parents’ decisions to transfer children away from mainstream schooling 
has the potential to offer rich insights, not only into parental decision-making, but also into the 
performance of the Queensland schooling system in its service of students with disability. Recent 
research in Ireland investigated principals’ perceptions regarding the reasons students leave the 
mainstream (Kelly et al., 2014). Principals reported a range of reasons including “long-term 
unsupported academic, social, and emotional needs” (p. 79). Parents and professionals have 
different perceptions about the implications of disability for schooling (Mann, 2016), however, and 
Kelly et al. acknowledged that parents’ views would provide a deeper awareness of the issues.  
Method 
Participants  
The 80 participants in this study were family members whose children were currently enrolled in 
Queensland special schools but were initially enrolled in a regular school. All of these were mothers 
except for four fathers and three grandmothers. Hereafter, for ease, the general term “parents” will 
be used. Participants came from all over Queensland, including rural and remote areas (n = 9) and 
regional towns (n = 29). Approximately half of the responses were from participants living in the 
capital city (Brisbane) and surrounding areas. It is to be expected that participants lived in cities and 
towns as this is where special schools are located.  
Data Collection 
Research Instrument 
A questionnaire (DePaRTSS) was designed to address the research purpose, that is, to investigate 
the decision of parents to move from regular to special schools. DePaRTSS collects information 
about demographics and three core areas of interest: (1) Experiences in the regular school; (2) 
Moving from the regular school to the special school; and (3) Experiences in the special school. 
DePaRTSS comprises both open-ended questions and those with a fixed response option. These 
options were presented using a 6-point Likert scale anchored by (1) strongly agree and (6) strongly 
disagree. A copy of the DePaRTSS questionnaire can be found in Appendix C3.  
Items were developed based on the investigators’ previous qualitative research into parental 
decision-making. Focus group discussions (Mann et al., 2015) and narrative research into parental 
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decision-making (Mann, 2016) revealed a range of parental experiences and expectations regarding 
schooling choices for students with intellectual disability. The survey instrument incorporated these 
earlier findings; for example, parental discussions about the stress involved in making a school 
choice were reflected in the questionnaire. 
Pilot Test for Content Validity 
The questionnaire was pilot tested for content validity with three parents who were not eligible to 
participate in the final survey because their child had graduated from school. Changes were made 
based on their feedback; for example, individual items were added (e.g., leadership opportunities), 
and a new section was added which specifically focused on transition from primary to secondary 
schooling. 
Readability 
It is important to consider the readability of questionnaire text (see, for example, Moyer, Carbone, 
Anliker, & Goff, 2014). DePaRTSS was submitted to an online readability test (Readability-score, 
2011-2016) and changes were made based on the results. Final readability scores (Flesch Reading 
Ease 71.40; Flesch-Kincaid Grade level 5.15; SMOG 8.45) indicate that the survey text would be 
accessible to most parents. 
Test-Retest 
Finally, the questionnaire, amended for validity and readability, went through a test-retest process to 
check the reliability of items. Participants who had made the decision to transfer their child to a 
special school but did not live in Queensland were contacted via parent organisations, however, 
very few completed the instrument on two occasions. 
A second round of recruitment was undertaken with Queensland parents whose child had 
graduated from school. In total, nine participants completed the test-retest cycle. Just over 83% of 
the items were answered either exactly the same or showed one Likert scale difference on the retest 
(this difference did not represent a difference in leaning e.g., did not move from agreement to 
disagreement or vice versa). The number of test-retest trials is inadequate to ensure reliability but 
did provide informative feedback which was used to modify the questionnaire. Two questions were 
removed because they were ambiguous. A further nine questions were reworded or descriptors 
added for greater clarity.  
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Data Collection Procedures 
Ethical clearance was obtained from The University of Queensland (#14-029-Rev 1). Participants 
were first recruited via advertisements in school newsletters. All Queensland special school 
principals were phoned to notify them of the questionnaire and to ask for their support in 
advertising it to parents. At the request of principals, hard copies of the questionnaire were also 
made available. Advertising of the research was at the discretion of individual principals; the 
researchers do not know how many principals advised parents of the survey. Participants were also 
recruited via disability organisations.  
Participants could access the questionnaire online via a web address or a link to a secure 
website. Hard copies were an option and were posted with a reply paid envelope. Useable 
questionnaires were received from 80 participants (33 online; 47 hard copies). The questionnaires 
were self-administered, and were completed voluntarily and anonymously.  
Data Analysis  
Questionnaires were scrutinised for inconsistencies and some were removed, for example, one was 
a repeat, and one was ineligible because the child had long graduated from school. Scores for each 
questionnaire item were entered into the SPSS statistical programme database.  
A principal components analysis was undertaken for each of the following sections of the 
questionnaire: reasons for leaving the regular school; hopes for enrolment in the special school; and 
the decision-making process. A Varimax rotation method was used with Kaiser Normalization. In 
determining factors, those with Eigenvalues greater than one were accepted. 
The principal components analysis revealed a number of factors for each area of interest. 
Items with multiple loadings were examined for their relevance to each factor and were apportioned 
based on how strongly they loaded with each factor and the best fit. Factors were then tested for 
internal reliability and those which were not internally consistent were not used in further analysis. 
Final subscales were tested for normal distribution. Means for the subscales were calculated and 
compared; lower scores indicate agreement that the item reflects the respondents’ experiences. 
Correlations between the subscales were then investigated in order to better understand the 
relationships between the factors.  
Findings 
Although 80 responses were included in the following analyses, some items had responses missing 
either because they had not been filled in, were not recorded correctly (e.g., on hard copies, 
participants had chosen a response midway between two options), or the item was not relevant to all 
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respondents (e.g., questions about transition to secondary schooling). Hence, N varies for different 
items. Wherever possible, mean substitution was used for missing responses.  
Student Characteristics 
DET lists intellectual disability as a prerequisite diagnosis for special school enrolment (Queensland 
Government, 2013b). Sixty-five participants indicated additional conditions. For a full breakdown 
of disabilities further to intellectual disability please see Table 4. The mean age at which children 
transferred to special schools was 9.63, with a standard deviation of 2.84 (N = 73). The mode was 
11 years. The youngest age at which children transferred was five and the oldest was 17.  
 
Table 4. Additional Disability Categories. 
Disability  N 
Autistic Spectrum  45 
Speech and language impairment  23 
Physical impairment 9 
Hearing impairment 4 
Vision impairment 4 
Other e.g., Attention Deficit Hyperactivity Disorder (ADHD), Cerebral Palsy, 
Obsessive Compulsive Disorder, Oppositional Defiance Disorder   
18 
 
Reasons for Leaving the Regular School  
The principal components analysis for the items about parents’ reasons for leaving the regular 
school (Section 3.1) revealed four underlying dimensions. Items included in each subscale have 
been highlighted in Table 5 below.  
The first factor, which explained 45.2% of the variance, identified a lack of provision for 
children’s academic learning in the regular school; the subsequent subscale was labelled “learning 
barriers”. The second factor, labelled “emotional strain”, explained 9.94% of the variance and 
represented negative socio-emotional experiences in the regular school. The third factor, which 
explained 8% of the variance, reflected alienating aspects of the school ethos and practices. This 
was called “exclusionary culture”. All subscales were found to be internally consistent. The final 
factor, being told by someone in authority that it was best to leave the regular school, was a single 
item rather than a subscale. It was considered important to the topic under investigation, accounted 
for 6.85% of the variance, and was included in subsequent analyses.  
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Table 5. Principal Components Analysis Result (reasons for leaving regular school). 
Survey items 1 2 3 4 
My child was missing out on specialist teaching. .853    
My child was missing out on specialist resources. .770  .413  
The work was too hard for my child. .713 .380  .304 
There was too little teacher aide support for my 
child. 
.691 .304 .304  
I needed to provide too much input as a parent. .610    
My child was missing out on learning life skills. .459   -.413 
My child was unhappy.  .885   
It was too stressful for my child.  .803 .341  
My child had no friends.  .679   
It was too stressful for me. .373 .625 .434  
My child was feeling unsuccessful at school. .507 .534   
I felt that my child was not welcome.   .807  
My child was being excluded.  .377 .771  
My child was missing out on learning academics.   .743  
There weren’t opportunities for me to provide 
input. 
  .689  
Someone in authority told me it was best that my 
child leave the regular school. 
   .863 
     
Subscale label Learning 
barriers 
Emotional 
strain 
Exclusionary 
culture 
Told by 
authority 
Cronbach’s Alpha .86 .87 .84 NA 
Mean of items in each subscale 2.47  2.80  3.20  2.89 
Standard deviation 1.11  1.34  1.32  1.86 
Median 2.17a 2.40b 3.25c 2.00abc 
Note. All items had loadings >.3 and have been included in table. Median values with different superscripts 
differ from each other (at p < .05). 
 
Hopes for Enrolment in the Special School  
The principal components analysis for the items about what parents hoped for in the move to special 
school (Section 3.3) revealed three factors. See Table 6. The first factor explained 46.01% of the 
variance. This factor reflected participants’ concerns for children’s emotional welfare and the 
subsequent subscale was labelled “wellbeing”. The second factor focused around support for 
children’s academic growth and development and was called “learning”. This factor explained 
10.7% of the variance. The third factor, which explained 9.71% of the variance, reflected hopes that 
children would develop a sense of agency; the subsequent subscale has been labelled “personhood”. 
All subscales had adequate internal consistency. 
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Table 6. Principal Components Analysis Result (hopes for special school). 
Survey items 1 2 3 
I wanted my child to be safe. .852   
I wanted my child to be welcome. .851   
I wanted my child to be happy. .838 .364  
I wanted my child to feel like s/he belonged. .747 .453 .317 
I wanted my child to have more support from staff. .583   
I wanted my child’s strengths to be developed .315 .823  
I wanted my child to have specialist teachers. .378 .791  
I wanted my child to have specialist resources.  .766  
I wanted school work at my child’s level.  .711  
I wanted my child to learn academically.  .446  
I wanted my child to have leadership opportunities.   .828 
I wanted a school environment that my child could manage. .352  .705 
I wanted my child to learn life skills.  .480 .589 
I wanted my child to have friends. .372  .557 
Subscale label Wellbeing Learning Personhood 
Cronbach’s Alpha .86 .72 .65 
Mean of items in each subscale 1.32 1.40 1.66 
Standard Deviation 0.48  0.47 0.66 
Median 1.00a 1.2b 1.50c 
Note. All items had loadings >.3 and have been included in table. Median values with different superscripts 
differ from each other (at p < .05).  
 
The Decision-Making Process  
The principal components analysis for the items about how parents experienced the decision-
making process (Section 3.7) initially revealed five underlying dimensions. Further analysis with 
these components showed that two of them (Factors 3 and 4 in Table 7) were not internally 
consistent, so these factors were not used in any additional analysis. One item from Factor 3 that 
loaded on multiple factors (“I did not feel free to make my own decision”) was then included with 
Factor 1. Only one item loaded only on the fifth factor and as it was not critical to the research, it 
was excluded from further analysis. 
The first factor, which explained 24.09% of the variance, focused on the difficulties 
participants experienced with decision-making; the subsequent subscale was labelled “difficulties”. 
The second factor reflected the power of other people in the decision-making process and has been 
called “paternalism”. This factor explained 18% of the variance. Cronbach’s alpha was good for the 
first factor and just adequate for the second. 
  
  
140 
 
Table 7. Principal Components Analysis Result (the decision-making process). 
Survey items 1 2 3 4 5 
The decision-making was not easy.(R)a  .858     
The decision was very emotional. .783     
I found the decision-making stressful. .760 .316    
I felt I was giving up some things about school that were 
important to me. 
.628    .464 
I found it difficult to find the information I needed. .600 .374    
I did not feel free to make my own decision. (R) .455 .359 -.546 -.337  
I was told my child had to go to special school.  .824    
I felt like other people made the decision.  .786 -.419   
I did not feel I had the control over the decision.(R)  .746    
I wanted someone to tell me where my child should go to 
school. 
 .419    
Advice from experts was important to me.   .848   
I weighed up the pros and cons in a rational way. (R)   .397 .318  
Advice from other parents was important to me.    .803  
It was important to me to make my own decision.    .683  
There were limited schools to choose from.     .913 
Subscale label Difficulties Paterna-
lism 
   
Initial Cronbach’s Alpha .80 .63 .34 .15 N/A 
Final Cronbach’s Alpha .80 .63    
Mean of items in each subscale 3.52 4.30    
Standard deviation 1.10  1.03    
Median 3.67a 4.30b    
Note. All items had loadings > .3 and have been included in table. a item reversed. Median values with 
different superscripts differ from each other (at p < .05). 
 
The means of all subscales indicate general agreement among participants that all but one of 
the factors reflected their experiences. Medians are also presented as the majority of subscales were 
not normally distributed. Regarding the four factors related to leaving the regular school, the low 
mean and median scores indicate that parents left because their children were experiencing learning 
barriers, emotional strain and, to a lesser extent, an exclusionary school culture, and because 
someone in authority told them it was best they leave the regular school. For the subscales relevant 
to special school enrolment, low scores indicate parents’ agreement that these were outcomes they 
hoped the special school would provide. Wellbeing, learning and a sense of agency were strongly 
desired by parents. With respect to the subscales dealing with the decision-making process, the 
higher score for paternalism indicates that parents did not agree that other people had power over 
the decision to transfer. A middling score for the difficulties associated with decision-making 
indicates that parents were in agreement but not as definitive that the decision to transfer was 
difficult. 
For a nuanced picture of participants’ responses, the data were interrogated for the number of 
participants who agreed to any extent with each subscale, rather than just relying on average scores. 
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Percentages in Table 8 below were calculated based on the frequency of scores that were less than 4 
(strongly agree, agree, somewhat agree). 
 
Table 8. Total Percentage of Agreement with each Subscale. 
Subscale % Agreement 
Parents left the regular school because of: 
Learning barriers 
Emotional strain 
Exclusionary school culture 
Being told by someone in authority 
 
88% 
78.7% 
69.3% 
63.5% 
  
Parents hoped that the enrolment in special school would result in: 
Wellbeing 
Learning 
Personhood 
 
100% 
100% 
98.7% 
  
Parents experienced the decision-making process as: 
Difficult 
Paternalistic 
 
 
59.2% 
31.6% 
 
 
Correlations between Subscales  
Correlations between the subscales were run using Spearman correlations to account for the non-
normality of most scales. These identified some moderate to strong associations. Please see Table 9 
for the results. The three subscales reflecting the bases of parents’ decision to leave the regular 
school had clear associations with each other, with a strong link between emotional strain and an 
exclusionary school culture. Similarly, correlations were evident among the factors associated with 
parents’ hopes for the special school, particularly between wellbeing and learning. Thirdly, the 
findings suggest important relationships between the reasons for leaving the regular school and the 
hopes for the special school.  
A moderate correlation was found between being told by someone in authority that it was best 
for a child to leave the regular school and both feeling that the decision was not theirs, as 
professionals, to make, and experiencing the decision to transfer as difficult. Finally, the later in life 
a child transferred to special school, the more likely this transfer was associated with learning 
barriers and an exclusionary school culture. 
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Table 9. Correlations between Subscales (using Spearman’s Rho). 
_______________________________________________________________________________________ 
Subscales   1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 
 
Reasons for leaving the regular school 
 
1. Learning barriers  1 
2. Emotional strain  .529** 1  
3. Exclusionary culture  .524** .624** 1 
4. Told by authoritya  .079 -.062 .047 1 
 
Hopes for the special school 
 
5. Wellbeing   .519** .444** .460** .107  
6. Learning   .400** .317** .406** .246* .689**  
7. Personhood   .279* .358** .172 -.014 .497** .540** 1 
 
Characteristics of the decision-making process 
 
8. Difficulties   .167 .017 .121 .399** .135 .171 .114 1 
9. Paternalism   .087 -.035 .116 .335** .025 .056 -.010 .283* 1 
 
Age at time of transfer 
 
10. Age    .433** .273* .402** .156 .228 .235 -.084 .044 .021  
_______________________________________________________________________________________ 
*p < .05, **p < .01, ***p < .001 
Note. a Single item, NB N differs in the participants that answered the items in each subscale.  
Discussion 
The DePaRTSS questionnaire provided useful insights into inclusive schooling in Queensland from 
a parental perspective, even though the number of participants was not large enough to generalise 
the information gleaned. Findings give an indication of why parents decided to leave the regular 
school, what they were hoping for when they moved their children into special schools, and what 
the decision-making process was like for them.  
Reasons for Leaving the Regular School  
Children represented in this study almost universally experienced learning barriers in the regular 
school, albeit to varying degrees, and this was one reason their parents made the decision to leave 
the mainstream. This finding is similar to that of previous research with principals (Kelly et al., 
2014) which found that a lack of support for academic needs was one influence on the decision to 
transfer away from regular schooling. The emotional strain experienced by children (and parents) 
also contributed to the decision to leave mainstream schooling, and was particularly associated with 
an alienating school culture. Consistent reports of the stress associated with a regular school 
enrolment (e.g., CDA, 2012) suggest that the negative experiences of families in this study are not 
  
143 
 
isolated. It is understandable that if families are experiencing exclusion and strain in the 
mainstream, the comparative ease of a segregated special environment might be appealing. Almost 
two-thirds of participants agreed (to varying degrees) that someone in authority advised them to 
leave the regular school. Despite this experience, parents generally felt they had control over the 
decision to transfer.  
The association between the stress experienced by families and barriers to learning highlights 
the importance of facilitating the learning of children with disability and the risk to emotional 
wellbeing when children are not legitimate players in the core business of schools—education. 
Correlations among the three reasons for leaving the regular school indicate that being excluded 
from the work of schools—learning—is a manifestation of a school’s culture and has implications 
for the wellbeing of families. Parents wanted more than a school’s compliance with legal and moral 
obligations. Their child’s physical presence in mainstream classes did not equate with meaningful 
teaching and learning alongside peers; perhaps the ultimate expression of true inclusion (Blum et 
al., 2015). 
Hopes for Enrolment in Special School  
It is not surprising that parents’ reasons for leaving the regular school were correlated with their 
hopes for the special school enrolment. Findings that the more difficult parents found the regular 
school experience, the higher their expectations of the specialist environment support previous 
research that connected disillusionment with “inclusive” education and the decision to transfer to 
special schooling (e.g., Byrne, 2013).  
A correlation between learning barriers in the regular school and hopes for wellbeing in the 
special school further highlights the emotional impact on families when learning is not supported. 
The link between access to education and emotional welfare is found yet again in parent’s hopes for 
special school, giving weight to the previous conclusion that families experience stress when 
children are not seen, and supported, to be authentic learners.  
Parents were clear that their hopes for special school were multifaceted. They did not 
prioritise one factor but valued them all, indicating that parents’ expectations for their children’s 
school life are complex. Children’s wellbeing was an important factor in the move to special school, 
but the analysis found that, in parents’ minds, wellbeing was linked to learning and personhood. As 
also demonstrated by Mann et al. (2016), parents saw the elements of school life as interconnected 
rather than in isolation. This finding places a responsibility on schools to include a learning focus 
and to ensure that children are given opportunities to experience a sense of agency.  
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The Decision-Making Process  
Participants generally disagreed that other people had control over the decision to transfer their 
children to the special school. This is in contrast to other findings both in the present study and 
elsewhere. For example, in this study two-thirds of participants indicated that someone in authority 
told them it was best to leave the regular school. Similarly, other sources suggest that parents can 
feel powerless regarding schooling decisions (CDA, 2012) and that there is an unequal balance of 
power in parent-professional relationships (Byrne, 2013). One explanation for the contradiction is 
that parents in the present study were advised to transfer but this was not the basis of their decision-
making. The final choice had remained with them; thus their feelings of having control over the 
decision. Additionally, when parents are making a decision that aligns with the community 
narrative (e.g., that children with disability belong in special schools), their authority is more likely 
to be upheld than when they oppose the recommended pathway and opt for inclusive schooling 
(Mann et al., 2015). This could explain why parents in this study felt a sense of freedom to choose 
for themselves, as opposed to parents who may have preferred a regular school enrolment but felt 
constrained in pursuing this choice (e.g., Byrne). 
Discussion in the literature highlights how problematic decision-making can be when a child 
is disabled (e.g., Mann et al., 2015).The findings in the present study indicate that just over half of 
the participants did find the decision to transfer to special school difficult and that it was more 
likely to be so when parents had been told that it was best for the child to leave the regular school. 
The impact of professional views on a parent’s sense of control can be considerable (Hodge & 
Runswick‐Cole, 2008) and this study provides evidence of the connection between professional 
input and a more challenging decision-making process for parents. 
Children’s Characteristics  
While children in this study transferred to special school at all ages—including the early and final 
years—the most common age was 11 years, around the time that parents would be considering 
secondary school. A child’s age has previously been linked with transfer to special school; as a 
child ages, the more likely a move away from the mainstream becomes (e.g., Jenkinson, 1998). 
Both the increasing differences between the child with disability and his/her peers (Ytterhus, 
Wendelborg, & Lundeby, 2008), and the increasing complexity of the school environment (Kelly et 
al., 2014) have been implicated in this trend. Neither of these explanations sits comfortably within 
an inclusive framework (which presupposes both differences in ability and a universally accessible 
learning environment), but both make sense of the moderate correlations found in this study 
between the age of a child at transfer and the learning barriers they experienced.  
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The finding that 81% of the participants had children with disabilities additional to intellectual 
disability adds weight to suggestions that multiple and complex needs contribute to parents’ 
decision to opt for special schooling. Although inclusive philosophy embraces all children, severity 
of disability has previously been implicated in transfers to special school (AIHW, 2008) and in 
parents’ decision-making regarding school enrolment (de Boer et al., 2010). It is important to note 
that the present research cannot provide information about the severity of disability of those 
children who have remained in regular schools so no comparison can be made.  
Implications of the Research Findings 
Findings suggest that parents’ wish to pursue an inclusive education can be undermined by learning 
barriers, emotional strain and exclusionary school cultures, thus presenting a difficult conundrum. 
Do families remain in regular schools thereby accepting the potential stress associated with this 
choice but embedding an expectation for inclusion? Or do they move to special school, hoping to 
avoid strain but releasing regular schools from their obligations? De Boer et al. (2010) write of the 
importance of parental advocacy and the dangers to inclusive reform without it; whether it is right 
to expect parents to bear this responsibility is a difficult question.  
Close links between learning barriers, school culture and emotional strain in families also 
have implications for educators. Parents are critical to effective inclusion (de Boer et al., 2010) and 
their importance is a feature of Education Queensland rhetoric (Queensland Government, 2014). 
This study suggests that families are more likely to feel truly included and emotionally safe when 
teachers value children as learners, accommodating and supporting their learning. Upskilling 
teachers is an ongoing element of discussions about inclusion (e.g., Boyle et al., 2011); this research 
adds urgency to calls for professional learning in the area of accommodating learners of all abilities, 
particularly for students at the secondary level, and those with multiple and complex disabilities. 
A number of the items contributing to the barriers to learning (e.g., specialist resources) 
indicate the need for a financial commitment to inclusion if parents are to be satisfied with regular 
schooling and remain in the mainstream. This finding has implications for policy-makers and is 
consistent with current conversations about unmet funding needs and students with disabilities (see 
Department of Education Employment and Workplace Relations, 2011). The success of inclusive 
education, however, is not solely a financial issue (Boyle et al.); nor is it the only influence on 
parents’ decision-making (Jenkinson, 1998). Welcoming attitudes and inclusive values are essential 
to parents and will influence their decisions about enrolment (Lalvani, 2013). Progressing 
attitudinal change, however, is a complex task; the ongoing and pressing challenge for educational 
leadership is how best to facilitate positive and inclusive attitudes in school communities. 
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This research focused on the decision to leave regular schooling; the implication for future 
research is the need to also investigate the decision-making of parents who don’t leave. A deeper 
understanding of what assists parents to persist with regular schooling would be helpful, particularly 
those approaching secondary school, and those who have children with complex and multiple 
disabilities. Additionally, further use of the research instrument DePaRTSS in other countries and 
schooling systems could add to the present findings. Larger numbers could present a more 
representative picture of parents’ decision-making and an adequate test-retest trial would confirm 
the reliability of the instrument. 
Conclusion  
A crucial link has been made in this study between children’s learning and parents’ decisions to 
transfer their child to a special school. The role of learner has been found to be paramount to 
parents’ comfort in keeping their children in regular schools. It is clear that barriers to learning—
and the associated experiences of exclusion and emotional strain—are linked with parental 
expectations for special school enrolment.  
This research also contributes to discussions about school choice. It is evident from this and 
other studies that parental decision-making is difficult when a child has a disability, and that regular 
schools are not always a real option. Accordingly, the argument that special schools exist to 
accommodate parental choice (Jenkinson, 1998) becomes less persuasive when parental authority is 
not authentic. Parents can take neither comfort nor advice from the argument that regular and 
special schools collude in a “concealment of failure” (Slee, 2008, p. 111) and may have a long wait 
until they are presented with genuine options.  
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Chapter 10 
Discussion Chapter 
 
As I reflected on the findings of this research, and the meaning they have for broader conversations 
about inclusive education, my mind was drawn back to that meeting room so long ago, the wall of 
resistance to Jack’s continued presence in the senior years, and my quandary about what would be 
best for his remaining time at school. When it came time to make my decision, I did not make the 
same choice as most of the parents in this research; I decided to stay. In many ways it has been a 
challenge to now walk down a different path with those parents, their voices in my head. Where 
would that path have led Jack and me? Would it have been a better path to take? Although still fully 
committed to inclusive education (and to the “mistakenness” of segregation), walking together with 
these parents has made me thoughtful about the righteousness with which inclusion is often 
advocated for. I feel a profound sense of my inability to understand (let alone capture) the 
complexity of each decision to turn away from the mainstream, and sit now with my discomfort in 
trying to interpret those decisions and be true to those who so generously and openly shared their 
views and experiences with me. Is there such a thing as a right and wrong way to go on this 
complex path that parents and children with disability tread? Harriet McBryde Johnson wrote of 
the “muck and mess and undeniable reality of disabled lives well lived” (2003, p. 23) and I fear 
that, in spite of my considerable efforts to neatly, cleanly, capture parents’ decision-making on 
these pages, her words are proving true. The muck and the mess of a school life well-lived, and 
what that might take in all its undeniable reality, is what I find as I write this last chapter. With 
such confidence I set out to find answers, and with such discipline I seek now to draw this thesis to 
a close. What I find as I try to pin down the important messages from this research, however, is a 
tangle of threads, each one with unique and valuable information. How, now, to bring together 
these very different views and experiences, shared with me in such very different ways? I have 
endeavoured here, dear reader, to knit these threads together so that we might understand a little 
more clearly why parents have turned away from an inclusive dream, and a little more confidently 
what we must do if we want parents to stay in the regular school. One pull on a thread however … 
 
The question of why a parent would initially choose regular and then move to special school 
became more than a personal interest to me when I took up this research. Given that just over a third 
of the students in special schools have transferred there from the mainstream, this is a key question 
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if inclusive education reform is to make progress in Queensland. Some important insights into this 
question have been uncovered through this study and these are brought together in this final chapter. 
Given that all but one of the specific research questions have been answered in the journal articles 
presented in Chapters Six to Nine, this final discussion focuses on the key topic of decision-making 
regarding a transfer to special school. The findings from each research phase are brought together 
around that focus, rather than presented as individual answers to each separate question.  
First, the findings give an indication of how decision-making was influenced by parents’ 
views of an optimal school life. This is essential information given the authority that parents are 
accorded as stakeholders in the business of education (Queensland Government, 2014), and the 
influence that their views and choices have over school provision (de Boer et al., 2010). Second, the 
research provides an insight into how experiences in the regular system sway parental decisions 
towards transferring to special school. Parents are witnesses to how effectively school systems serve 
their children and live with the consequences of school processes and procedures. School failure 
(i.e., school capacity rather than children’s capacity) has been implicated in the difficulties 
associated with implementing inclusive education (Slee, 2012); just so, it is associated in the 
findings of this study with the reasons why parents decided to leave regular schooling. Third, the 
results offer critical information about the impact of the parent-professional relationship on parents’ 
decision-making. Extensive discussion in the literature highlights the power imbalance between 
educators and parents (e.g., Byrne, 2013; Hodge & Runswick‐Cole, 2008; Lalvani, 2015), and this 
study provides evidence of the influence of professional authority on parental decisions regarding 
school enrolment (including the specific decision to transfer to a special school). Finally, to address 
the one, so far, unanswered research question, SRV theory is used to scrutinise the research findings 
regarding why parents decided to transfer to special schools. SRV theory has proved to be an 
effective tool for probing the underlying dynamics of decision-making when a child has intellectual 
disability and, in this way, brings depth (and also more breadth) to the research findings overall. 
The chapter will close with reflections on the relevance of the research findings to inclusive 
education reform. Taking into consideration the limitations of the study, the implications of the 
findings for parents, educators and policy makers will be presented. 
Parents’ Views of an Optimal School Life for Their Children and the Impact of Their Views 
on the Decision to Transfer to a Special School 
Common themes were found regarding what parents’ hoped for in their child’s school life. Focus 
group conversations, the narrative, and survey results all link parental hopes with a school life in 
which children will grow, be safe and happy, feel connected to others, and experience a sense of 
personhood. Findings also show that the search for these elements can lead a parent to the decision 
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to transfer their child to a special school. While the themes of Growth, Wellbeing, Connection and 
Personhood were significant to all parents, when children had intellectual disability, there were 
important differences in the detail and it is these differences that give an insight into why parents 
would choose to transfer to special schooling. The following sections focus in turn on the themes of 
Growth, Wellbeing, Connection, and Personhood, and explore how these themes interact with 
parental decisions to transfer to a special school. 
Growth 
The theme of Growth encompassed a broad understanding of development; however, it is not 
surprising that “learning”, in particular, was especially important to parents. Findings in all three 
phases of the research highlighted how critical this aspect of a child’s schooling was to parents. In 
their group conversations, some parents spoke of the compromise they made for the sake of their 
child’s learning, and how they had given up on other things they valued (e.g., their local, family 
school) to seek redress at an alternative school. The role of learner is a central and age-appropriate 
role for children, and learning is regarded by teachers as “one of the most meaningful aspects of 
their work” (Lyons, Thompson, & Timmons, 2016, p. 894). “[A]cademic competence is valued 
highly in the classroom” (Siperstein et al., 2007, p. 135). Given the purview of schools, it is 
understandable that parents expected and hoped that their children would be authentic learners 
during their school years. While these findings are contrary to some research (e.g., Bajwa‐Patel & 
Devecchi, 2014) which indicated that social outcomes were parents’ priority, they support 
conclusions from other studies that academic quality (Weidner & Herrington, 2006) and 
opportunities for learning (QPPD, 2011) are important to parents.  
While all parents valued learning as an element of an optimal school life, when a child had an 
intellectual disability, the focus on high expectations for learning was particularly evident. Worry 
about timewasting and the low expectations of teachers were unique to parents whose child had 
intellectual disability. It was clear in the focus group findings and in the narrative that parents had 
high hopes for their children’s learning and that they were looking for environments which also 
demonstrated high expectations. This is illustrated poignantly in Nelly’s story as she tries to come 
to terms with her decision to transfer and then her disappointment at Josh’s lack of progress in the 
special school (in spite of her expectations and the school’s promises).  
The hope that a child would learn and grow was such an important component of school life 
that it could overrule a commitment to inclusive schooling. Survey results confirm that, in the 
decision to transfer to special school, learning was a critical factor. Specialist teaching, specialist 
resources, development, meaningful work and academic learning were all implicated in this reason 
for moving their children. The close correlation between learning and wellbeing highlights the vital 
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role that learning plays. It can be concluded that the desire for their child to learn is a powerful 
motivator for parents and a key reason they decided to transfer their children to a special school.  
Wellbeing  
It is also evident that, similar to findings by Jenkinson (1998), children’s wellbeing was uppermost 
in parents’ minds when they considered the meaning of an optimal school life and made their 
decisions about schooling. The consideration of a child’s welfare is fundamental to a parent’s role. 
Dodge, Daly, Huyton, and Sanders (2012) describe wellbeing as being “undeniably complex” (p. 
229) and this research found that to be true for the study’s participants. Different phases of the study 
revealed different angles on children’s wellbeing. In focus group conversations, wellbeing was not 
identified as a separate topic; however, Basic Needs (e.g., emotional and physical safety) and 
Happiness were clear themes. In the survey analysis of hopes for special school enrolment, safety 
and happiness contributed to a Wellbeing factor as did welcome, belonging and support. Nelly did 
not specifically refer to Josh’s wellbeing as she told her story, although her worry about his welfare 
was implicit in her memories of his time at special school. Her story is a powerful and informative 
window into her own wellbeing as she navigated her way through the decision-making process. 
Nelly’s story illustrates the interconnectedness of family wellbeing and we see in her tale the extent 
of the impact on the family when a child’s wellbeing is undermined. Children’s welfare, it would 
seem, is integral not only to their own optimal experience of school life but also to that of their 
parents. 
Group conversations showed that, when children had intellectual disability, welcome, 
acceptance and being wanted were essential to an optimal school life. Parents of typically 
developing children seemed to take for granted that their child would be welcome at school. It was 
evident that the desire for physical and emotional wellbeing was so important to parents that this, 
too, could override other considerations, for example, the desire for an inclusive school enrolment. 
This conclusion was confirmed by the survey findings which identified Wellbeing (including safety, 
welcome, happiness, belonging, and support) as a factor in what parents hoped for in a special 
school enrolment. It is clear from findings in all stages of the research that the hope for wellbeing 
was a reason for parents’ decision to transfer their children to special schooling.  
Connection 
Nelly’s story illustrates repeatedly the value she placed on Josh’s connections to others. She tells of 
how much she valued his ties with the family school, his sibling relationships, classroom 
membership, and budding friendships. The impact on Nelly and her son when these connections 
were severed was devastating, and we cannot help but be moved by his painful loneliness and 
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isolation in the special school. Similarly, focus group conversations indicated that connection was a 
major theme and a critical aspect, to parents, of an optimal school life. Friendship, membership of 
varying school groups, experiencing positive attitudes, and the feeling of belonging were all 
associated with the theme of connection and were all important to parents. Although the survey 
analysis did not identify connection as a separate factor in why parents transferred, friendship and 
belonging were implicated in Personhood and Wellbeing respectively, and thus contributed to key 
factors in what parents were looking for in the move to special school.  
Focus group discussions indicated that belonging was a particularly critical quality. To 
parents who had transferred to special school this was an important reason that they left the regular 
school; the desire for friendships and connections was a strong motivator for enrolment change. 
They sought real friendships and authentic group participation in the move. Nelly’s story illustrated 
this further; while she resisted the move to special school, she consoled herself with the possibility 
that her son would have the opportunity to make friends “on a more equal level”. 
Personhood 
In the analysis of both focus group and survey findings, the theme of Personhood was identified as 
being important to parents. Group conversations indicated that an optimal school life involved 
children being recognised as individuals, having opportunities to express that individuality, support 
for autonomy, and opportunities for children to feel good about themselves and to make a 
contribution to the school community in some way. Survey analysis further associated leadership 
opportunities, being able to manage the school environment, learning life skills, and friendship with 
the notion of personhood. Nelly’s tale provided a deeper insight into what it means for a child to 
experience personhood. Her memories illustrate the importance of children being viewed as 
individuals rather than through a disability label, with extensive and emotional reflections on the 
damage done to Josh by perceptions of him based on stereotypes. Nelly’s story also showed the 
importance of Josh being able to make a contribution; she clearly valued Josh’s natural participation 
in the school working parties and the opportunity for him to give something back to the school 
community. It was also important to Nelly that Josh could be an authentic friend (rather than just 
the recipient of support), and that he could become more independent of her by walking to school 
with friends and family.  
Findings in all phases of the research indicate that, when a child has an intellectual disability, 
an optimal school life is hindered by stereotyping and labelling. This led parents, therefore, to a 
heightened awareness of the need to recognise/support their children’s individuality. Survey 
analysis verified that a child’s personhood was valued by parents, and indicated that the desire for 
personhood was a factor in parents’ decision to transfer to special schools. It is clear that this aspect 
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of an optimal school life provides another important piece of the puzzle regarding why parents 
would move to special schooling.  
In summary, one dynamic implicated in why parents left regular schooling was the influence 
of their views on what constitutes an optimal school life. They wanted their children to learn, and 
left the mainstream hoping to secure the resources, support, and high expectations that they 
connected with learning. Parents were also highly focussed on their children’s wellbeing and moved 
to special school hoping for their children to be welcome, accepted, and to be emotionally and 
physically safe. Real friendship and authentic membership of school communities was important; 
so, too, was being seen as a person not a disability, as an individual who has agency. All of these 
features contributed to why parents decided to move to special school. 
Regular Versus Special Schooling as a Means to an Optimal School Life  
While the question of a regular versus a special school enrolment reflects a means to an optimal 
school life rather than an end in itself, it is an important consideration for parents when their 
children have intellectual disability. Learning, connection, wellbeing and personhood can be 
considered in both contexts and therefore, it is possible for parents to seek the things that are 
important to an optimal school life in either setting. I think the issue here is that, in parents’ 
decision-making about securing what would be optimal, it was not just a simple matter of choosing 
between a regular or a special school. Runswick-Cole (2008) came to a similar conclusion. The 
findings indicate that views about regular versus special schools competed with views about the 
elements of an optimal school life (Growth, Wellbeing, Connection, and Personhood). “Inclusion” 
per se was not identified as one of these features. Some parents indicated that their preference for 
inclusion at a local, family school competed with other considerations, for example, their children’s 
wellbeing. Similarly, some parents who preferred special schools indicated they also felt conflicting 
emotions about their enrolment choice, for example, due to the loss of connection with children 
who don’t have a disability. Decisions to transfer to a special school did not necessarily mean that 
parents saw separation from the mainstream as optimal; decisions to stay at the regular school did 
not necessarily mean that presence in the mainstream was optimal either. An optimal school life 
seemed to be harder to craft when a child had a disability (perhaps because of this additional 
choice), with parents having to weigh up one important element against another, and sometimes 
having to compromise on what they had hoped for. It seemed that, for most parents in the study, 
they could not have it all. This is perhaps hopeful for inclusive reform in that, while some features 
that parents see as optimal may currently be more readily secured in special schools, they are not 
tied to special, separate settings, but can be crafted in regular schools and classrooms. 
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Nelly’s story powerfully illustrates the impact of having to surrender one’s dreams of 
inclusive education. The survey findings echo her experience and indicate that when regular school 
enrolment does not provide the elements of an optimal school life, parents will hope for them in a 
special school. All three phases provided insights into the impact of the “inclusive education” 
experience on parental decision-making; this dynamic is explored in more detail in the following 
section.  
Experiences in the Regular Schooling System and how this Impacted on Parents’ Decision to 
Transfer to a Special School 
It was clear throughout the three phases of this study that the elements of an optimal school life 
were not as readily available when a child had an intellectual disability. This loss came at a cost to 
families and had a powerful impact on what parents hoped for and thought was possible for their 
children’s school lives. While not true for all participants, many parents indicated that the regular 
schooling system had failed to provide an optimal school life and discussed in detail their struggles 
to secure Growth, and/or Wellbeing, and/or Connection, and/or Personhood in a mainstream 
context. The literature suggests that experiences in regular schooling have an impact on parental 
decision-making regarding school choice (e.g., Byrne, 2013), and the findings from this research 
support that conclusion. It would not be accurate to claim that all the experiences that influenced a 
change of schools were negative, or that all moves were to a special school (some focus group 
participants moved to another regular school). The findings certainly provide evidence, however, 
that disillusionment with their child’s mainstream experience was a significant factor in parents’ 
decision to leave the regular school. Examples of the types of regular school experiences that are 
associated with this decision are outlined and discussed below. 
Barriers to Learning in the Regular School  
First, survey findings indicate that barriers to learning in the regular school were a major factor in 
the decision to leave the mainstream. The strong connection between the two factors, Barriers to 
Learning and Emotional Strain, is evidence of the negative impact on families when learning was 
not supported, and gives an insight into why parents would leave. Learning barriers were not as 
strong a theme for the focus group participants who had transferred to special school; however, a 
distinctive topic in focus group conversations generally, when children had intellectual disability, 
was that schools misjudged children’s capacity to learn, and failed to teach their children. These 
results support the findings of others that children with intellectual disability are likely to be 
underestimated and denied access to potent learning opportunities (Kliewer et al., 2006); they 
emphasise the importance of children being supported to be authentic learners, and the impact on 
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parents’ school enrolment decisions when they are not. Given the importance parents placed on 
learning, it is logical that barriers to learning in the regular school would be the impetus for leaving 
the mainstream. 
Emotional Strain in the Regular School  
Second, survey findings indicate that emotional strain in the regular school (both theirs and their 
children) was a factor in why parents decided to leave. The results show that children represented in 
this study were unhappy, and that they and their parents were stressed in mainstream schooling. 
Understandably, expectations for special school indicated strong hopes for wellbeing, including the 
wish for safety and happiness. The stress and unhappiness of children were discussed by only two 
of the focus group parents who had transferred to special school. However, emotional strain was a 
recurrent theme in parents’ own feelings about their regular school experience. The parental stress 
associated with inclusive enrolments is well documented (e.g., Hodge & Runswick‐Cole, 2008; 
Rogers, 2007; Wooster & Parnell, 2006), and is a feature of Nelly’s story. Further, it is abundantly 
clear that Nelly’s stress was a major factor in her decision to transfer to the special school; her story 
is compelling in its illustration of the connection between emotional strain and the decision to leave 
mainstream schooling.  
Rejection in the Regular School 
Third, focus group conversations contained numerous references to rejection and exclusion in 
regular schools; some parents described the feeling that their child was not welcome in the 
mainstream. Nelly’s story goes more deeply into the emotional impact on parents when they feel 
their child is not wanted in a school, and how critical this is when a child is eligible for segregation. 
The impact of feeling that her son was not wanted on Nelly’s decision to transfer to the special 
school is quite clear. Survey findings align with Nelly’s experience and corroborate the focus group 
evidence that experiences of rejection have a significant role to play in parental decision-making; in 
fact, the strong correlation between the two factors, Exclusionary School Culture (incorporating a 
lack of welcome, exclusion, missing out on learning academics, and parents not having 
opportunities to provide input) and Emotional Strain, highlights the damage that an unwelcoming 
school culture can do to families. It is clear that feeling excluded/rejected was a critical factor in 
why parents left the regular school. 
Personhood in the Regular School  
Finally, it is worth noting that while Personhood was a distinct theme in both the focus group and 
the survey results, and was clearly associated with an optimal school life, there was limited 
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evidence to implicate this theme in negative experiences of regular schooling. There is some 
indication in the focus group conversations that securing personhood was a struggle; for example, 
the references to children being seen as their disability, and to stereotyping. Additionally, Nelly 
describes in detail her frustration over her son being constantly—and unnecessarily in her view—
supervised in the playground (on the basis of what happened with other children with disability 
rather than his own behaviour). She also tells of the negative impact of Josh’s disability label on 
enrolment decisions (rather than a consideration of his individual circumstances). These were not 
reasons for her decision to leave the regular school, however, (nor did focus group participants 
indicate this was a reason for leaving), and her story goes on to demonstrate that special schools, 
too, are prone to stereotyping children according to their disability diagnosis.  
To summarise, a second dynamic that contributed to parents’ decision to transfer, was the 
impact on families of their time in the regular school. As outlined above, parents wanted their 
children to learn, but found numerous learning barriers in the regular school. Children’s wellbeing 
was a focus, but regular school was associated with emotional strain, and parents moved to the 
special school out of concern for their children’s welfare. Parents wanted their children to feel 
welcome and wanted, and to have a sense of personhood, but found rejection and exclusion, and a 
lack of identity in regular schools. These regular school experiences, in interplay with parents’ 
hopes for their children’s school lives, had an impact on parents’ decision to transfer, but these were 
not the only factors in that decision. External influences also contributed to parents’ decision-
making and this third dynamic will now be discussed. 
The Parent-Educator Relationship and how this Impacted on Parents’ Decision to Transfer to 
Special School 
Numerous sources suggest that decision-making about school enrolment is more complex when a 
child has a disability (e.g., CDA, 2012; Wooster & Parnell, 2006) and that it is made even more so 
by the power imbalance in the parent/educator relationship (Hodge & Runswick‐Cole, 2008). This 
study found that to be the case in all phases of the research. The structure used in stage two of the 
focus group interviews, around decision-making generally, was an interesting and helpful approach 
to the topic. This same structure is used in the section below. It is used as a framework for bringing 
together the data from all phases of the research in order to address the question of how educators 
influenced parents’ decision-making, and particularly, the specific decision to transfer to special 
school.  
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Constraints on Decision-Making 
First, focus group conversations provided insights into the sorts of pressures that educators exerted 
on parents, and indicated that when children had intellectual disability, parents felt more 
constrained in their choices. Parents spoke about not having the same range of choices that they had 
had with their other children. Denial of enrolment was discussed by some parents who had decided 
on a regular school, and some participants indicated that while, theoretically, they were free to 
decide, they felt pressured by educators to choose a particular path.  
Nelly’s story goes in depth into the issue of pressure from educators. It provides a potent 
illustration of the difference in views that are possible between parents and educators (a dynamic 
that has been described by Lalvani, 2015) and demonstrates the focus group finding that teachers’ 
attitudes are additional barriers to parental decision-making. A variety of teachers, school leaders, 
and support personnel (Advisory Visiting Teacher, Guidance Officer, teacher aide) disagreed with 
Nelly’s decision to enrol her son in his local, regular school, and while they did not deny her 
enrolment outright, the pressure they exerted to get her to change her mind finally resulted in her 
decision to transfer to the special school. This story is not representative of the experiences of other 
people in the focus groups (interestingly, the parents who preferred a special school felt quite free to 
make that decision). It does, however, convey the power over enrolment decisions that educators 
continue to hold. 
Survey findings echo Nelly’s experience in that being told by someone in authority that it was 
best to leave the regular school was a factor in why parents transferred to a special school. Almost 
two-thirds of participants agreed that this was so. Other survey findings, however, indicate that 
paternalism was not a factor in parental decision-making and that parents did not decide to transfer 
because someone had told them to. This contradiction can perhaps be explained by the more subtle 
influence that professional opinion can exert rather than overt direction or parental deference to 
authority. Nota and Soresi (2009) concluded that “teachers’ biased perceptions can negatively 
condition inclusion processes” (p. 67), and other research findings support this view (Byrne, 2013). 
The findings of this research suggest that the decision to transfer to a special school was influenced 
by both overt pressure from educators, and also by the more subtle influence of negative attitudes 
and opinions. Although parents had the right to make enrolment decisions, the findings indicate that 
educator views influenced the decision to transfer to a special school.  
Views about Entitlement to Decision-Making  
Focus group findings indicated that parents valued making decisions about school enrolment for 
themselves (including the decision to transfer to a special school). What was clear from the focus 
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group data was that parents felt firmly that decisions about school enrolment were theirs to make. 
They did not want to be told what to do. This was evident, too, in the survey findings; participants 
in this phase also indicated that they did not want direction from others in the decision to transfer to 
the special school. Nelly’s determination to follow her own preferences for Josh’s initial enrolment, 
even against the advice of educators, is further evidence of parental desire for agency in this matter. 
Her acquiescence to professional opinion later in her story is not evidence of her wish for their input 
but of the influence of other dynamics, for example, emotional strain.  
Focus group participants indicated that while they valued making enrolment decisions for 
themselves, to do this effectively they needed to make an informed choice; they referred repeatedly, 
however, to the struggle they had in trying to access reliable information. The withholding and 
cherry-picking of information discussed in focus groups could be seen as another example of the 
power that professionals wield. Nelly’s tale demonstrates this dynamic and describes how 
professional manipulation of enrolment information influenced her decision to go to the special 
school. Additionally, survey findings indicate that parents found it difficult to make the decision to 
transfer to special school, and that having trouble accessing the information they needed contributed 
to that difficulty.  
It is evident throughout this research that parents were eager to claim the right to decision-
making to which they were legally entitled. However, when a child has an intellectual disability, 
decisions about school enrolment, including the decision to transfer to a special school, were 
influenced by the information that was or wasn’t shared with parents. Educators’ control over 
information was an important factor in decisions about school enrolment. 
Rational Versus Emotional Decision-Making  
In focus group discussions, parents primarily described their decision-making as rational, but in the 
weighing up of what was best for their children—a component of rational choice (Salecl, 2010) —
the notion of “best” was complex and the question of “best for whom?” was not always clear. A 
conflict between parents and professionals regarding what is “best” for children is apparent in the 
focus group data and is clearly evident in Nelly’s narrative. Whether this plays a part in the decision 
to transfer to special school is harder to ascertain. Professionals certainly influenced Nelly’s view of 
what is “best” and the subsequent decision to transfer, but the survey results are silent on this issue. 
Parents in the focus group research did not identify their decision-making as emotional, 
however, their language (as reported in Chapter Seven) repeatedly suggested otherwise. Nelly’s 
story, too, illustrated the strong emotions she felt as she made her decisions through Josh’s school 
life, particularly the decision to transfer to a special school. Survey results suggest that parents 
indeed viewed the decision to transfer to special school as emotional (and that this contributed to 
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the difficulty of the decision-making). Analysis of the survey also identified that stress, and giving 
up things that were important, also contributed to the difficulties associated with that decision. Of 
particular interest is the correlation that was found between being told by someone in authority that 
it was best to leave the regular school, and finding the decision to transfer difficult (and emotional).  
A consistent message throughout the data is that decision-making about school enrolment was 
difficult when a child has an intellectual disability, and this includes the decision to transfer to a 
special school. Educational professionals contributed to the difficulties that parents experienced in a 
number of ways, including overt and subtle pressure to make a particular decision, and the 
manipulation of information in order to influence a decision. The connection between the 
difficulties that parents experienced in making the decision to transfer (including this being 
emotional and stressful) and professional advice to leave the regular school indicate that Nelly was 
not alone in struggling to claim her authority as a decision-maker in her son’s schooling life. 
The Contribution that SRV Makes to a Deeper Understanding of Parents’ Views of an 
Optimal School Life and their Decision to Transfer their Child to a Special School 
While SRV does not claim authority on what a person should or shouldn’t do/believe, that is, it does 
not comment on what one should find optimal in a school life or whether one should or shouldn’t 
transfer to a special school, it does suggest that there will be a cultural, common agreement about 
what an optimal school life would entail. It also suggests that what is a typical expectation for 
typical citizens (in this case, expectations for children who don’t have a disability), is a helpful 
benchmark for decisions made on behalf of vulnerable people, for example, children with 
intellectual disability. The research findings suggest that, indeed, there was agreement that Growth, 
Wellbeing, Connection and Personhood are optimal elements of a school life. SRV also posits that 
these elements—that would be expected, and perhaps taken for granted, for typical children—are 
less likely to be experienced by a child who has a disability, particularly an intellectual disability. 
Again, the research findings indicate that this was so. The following sections use an SRV 
perspective to explain these findings, and to look more closely into parents’ decisions to transfer 
their children to a special school. Relevant SRV themes introduced in earlier chapters will be used 
as a framework for the discussion.  
Before moving on to this discussion, it is important to begin with a reminder that while SRV 
emphasises what is typical and valued (e.g., regular schools), it also predicts that the right of parents 
to enrol their child in a regular school is meaningless, with respect to securing an optimal school 
life, if, in the claiming of this right, there is no consciousness of creating/supporting/defending 
socially valued roles. In this way, the first offering that SRV can make to the findings is that, given 
the deep unconsciousness of devaluation when a child has an intellectual disability, it is 
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unsurprising that inclusive legislation and policy (and the “right” to inclusive education) has done 
little to ensure socially valued roles (e.g., learners, friends) for the children represented in this study. 
While advocates for inclusion—academics, parents, educators—express frustration and 
bewilderment over ongoing exclusion in an era of inclusive legislation and policy, and screeds of 
material are disseminated about what educators should and shouldn’t do in order to be inclusive 
(see for example, Slee’s discussion, 2012), SRV theory recognises how deeply devaluation goes and 
how much more complex ensuring an ‘optimal school life’ will be than merely presenting a rights-
based argument.  
A second important offering that SRV theory can make at the outset is clarity that enrolment 
in a special school is a product of devaluation; a wound in itself and a catalyst for further wounding 
(e.g., social disconnection). Although the features of an optimal school life outlined in the research 
findings can be sought in either regular or special school contexts, SRV warns that special schools 
by their very nature cannot optimise the likelihood of socially valued roles. Features associated with 
an optimal school life will not, therefore, be as potent in a special school as they would be in 
typical, valued settings.  
Finally, SRV is premised on the understanding that it is not “disability” as such that is the root 
of the damage that is done to people, but “devaluation”. All the children in this study had 
intellectual disability and yet experienced devaluation to varying degrees; some in the focus groups 
experienced very little at all. It is not the diagnosis of intellectual disability, although this makes 
children extremely vulnerable, but the devaluation of special school “entitlement” that is the main 
issue for families. Keeping these fundamental ideas in mind, the discussion can now proceed with 
more detailed explanations of how SRV theory adds meaning to the research findings.   
Mindsets and Expectancies 
A key insight provided by SRV theory is that the mindsets and expectancies of parents were 
grounded in deeply held, largely unconscious views. SRV provides a useful explanation for the 
connection between perceptions of children’s differences to/commonality with others, and 
expectations for different/typical schooling. How “optimal” was envisaged for children depended 
on their parents’ mindsets. The negative mindsets commonly associated with disability (e.g., eternal 
child, menace) were evident in some focus group conversations and provide one explanation of 
expectations for special schooling. Additionally, Nelly provided numerous examples of the 
difference between her own perceptions of Josh (which were steeped in the typical valued roles of 
son, brother, classmate and friend) and the mindsets and expectancies of professionals who, in 
contrast, thought in terms of deficit, burden, and menace. Nelly’s story provides an insight into the 
impact that professional views had on what she thought was possible for her son, and an example of 
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the expectation for atypical and segregated services that are associated with traditional devalued 
roles. Interestingly, Nelly’s tale also raises another important issue. While survey participants 
looked to special schools to provide safety, friendship, and learning, SRV theory predicts what the 
academic evidence shows (and Nelly found out); that is, that these features are in fact, less likely to 
occur in segregated than typical places. SRV explains that unconscious associations between 
disability and atypical, “special” provision hold considerable power over people’s thinking and can 
override evidence to the contrary.  
Role Theory 
The value of SRV’s role theory is the explanation it can offer for how participants’ mindsets and 
expectancies were shaped. There is evidence in both the focus groups and in the narrative that the 
mindsets of professionals were, at least in part, an influence on parents’ views about special 
schooling. Messages about what would be optimal for children were transmitted, for example, via 
the way children were served (e.g. in segregated settings), spoken about (e.g., as a threat), and how 
their disability was perceived by others (e.g., the link made between disability and illness, when 
medical professionals gave advice about educational decisions).  
The dynamics of role circularity, as outlined by SRV, provided further insight into how 
parents’ views about what would be best for their children were influenced. Once children were in a 
particular school role (e.g., special school student) the role itself influenced parents’ views of what 
was optimal. There is a question to be asked here about special schools being self-perpetuating. It 
has been said that while special schools exist, the regular system is hindered in its movement 
forward regarding including students with disability (Kenworthy & Whittaker, 2000). Similarly, 
while special schools are an option, parents are perhaps thwarted in their ability to imagine their 
children as belonging anywhere else (particularly when their experiences in the regular school 
reinforce those perceptions). 
SRV’s assertion that the optimal things of a school life are more likely to come to those 
children in valued roles goes some way to explaining parents’ decisions to transfer to a special 
school setting. In schools the most highly valued role is that of learner. Findings indicate that 
children were not supported to be authentic learners in their regular school enrolment and that this 
was linked to emotional strain and exclusion. When children are in devalued roles, as the evidence 
suggests was the case, the optimal things of school life are less likely. SRV theory explains that, 
although special schools are not likely to provide socially valued roles, ongoing and multiple 
devalued roles in regular schools may lead parents to seek the less potent but approximate roles in 
special school. 
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Wounding  
SRV’s imagery of “wounding” is a powerful and emotional device for explaining the hurtful things 
that are more likely to happen to children who have intellectual disability. Throughout this research, 
there are abundant examples of the impact of the wounding that Wolfensberger (1998) predicts 
(e.g., rejection, exclusion, time-wasting, low expectations, stereotyping, broken relationships) on 
parents’ views and decisions. For example, Nelly’s tale describes in detail the impact of wounding 
on her son’s life and her own. She left no doubt that her views of an optimal school life were shaped 
in no small part by the damage that she and her son experienced in both the regular and the special 
school.  
Nelly’s experience does not appear to be isolated. On a broader scale, survey findings provide 
a window into the wounding that was experienced by children, with valuable learning time wasted 
in the regular school, emotional strain experienced by families, and exclusionary school cultures. 
Clearly, this wounding had an impact on parents’ hopes for their child’s schooling, and the 
decisions they made to transfer to a special school. The findings show this with a strong correlation 
between negative experiences in the regular school and parents’ hopes for their child’s special 
school enrolment. An important theme of SRV theory is the unconsciousness with which vulnerable 
people are “served” and wounded. An SRV perspective illuminates the extent to which children 
were still devalued, in spite of “entitlement” to regular school enrolment.  
Additionally, there is evidence that devaluation was also experienced, to varying degrees, by 
parents. For example, parents experienced wounding themselves, evident in focus group discussions 
about their own stress, rejection and exclusion in regular schools, and in Nelly’s emotional 
elaboration of her experience as a parent in the education system. Similarly, on a broader scale, 
parental stress was implicated in the emotional strain that led to the decision to leave regular 
schooling.  
Conservatism Corollary 
Because of the extent of the wounding experienced by children and parents themselves, SRV’s 
Conservatism Corollary becomes useful for understanding a parent’s decision to move to special 
school, even when he/she had initially hoped for a regular school enrolment. A number of focus 
group parents who had transferred to special school had considered their children’s heightened 
vulnerability, anticipated future wounding (particularly in secondary school settings), and decided 
that the risk was too high. The Conservatism Corollary explains how parents can believe in the 
same optimal elements as all parents but also recognise that securing those elements entails more 
than would typically be required. It also observes that what could be challenging but “acceptable” 
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for typical and valued students (e.g., variation in teaching quality, changing friendships) can be far 
more deleterious to students vulnerable to devaluation and extensive, relentless wounding. Parents’ 
decision to transfer was perhaps an evaluation of the capability of regular schools to provide the 
extra that their children with disability might need, and a drive to safeguard children against further 
hurts.   
Why Parents Have Transferred from Regular to Special Schooling – A Summary 
This research has discovered that several dynamics are implicated in parents’ decision to transfer 
their children to special schools. The first of these arises from parental views on what constitutes an 
optimal school life, and explains the move to special school as a search for children to be authentic 
learners; to ensure their wellbeing; to find connection; and to experience a sense of personhood. The 
second dynamic is a product of the experiences that families have had in the mainstream; parents’ 
decision to transfer was based on the fact that, at regular schools, their children had not been 
learning; had been rejected and excluded; and/or had been stressed and unhappy. A third dynamic 
stems from the parent-educator relationship. Parents’ decision to leave regular school was linked 
with direct or indirect pressure from professionals, and with more subtle influences such as a lack of 
parental access to the information needed to make enrolment decisions. Finally, an SRV perspective 
revealed the underlying dynamics at play in transfer decisions; that is, people’s mindsets and 
expectancies (both parents’ and teachers’) that automatically and unconsciously connected 
intellectual disability with special settings; role messages transmitted by educators that reinforced 
the expectation for special settings; the impact of devalued roles on people’s expectations; the 
impact of wounding on parents’ decisions; and the instinctive drive of parents to prevent further 
damage to their child and to compensate for past hurts.  
Limitations of the Study 
Can I now say why Queensland parents have left the regular school for a special school enrolment? 
Are there definitive answers to this key question? While each phase of the research contributed 
important insights into this decision, no set of findings can be considered as representative of all the 
parents who have been through decision-making in this regard. The focus group data revealed a 
breadth of information about what parents saw as an optimal school life and how they experienced 
decision-making about school enrolment, but these views cannot be generalised. Nelly’s story is a 
rich and powerful account of why a mother would decide to transfer her son to a special school, but 
it is one mother’s story only. The survey results provide a window into the views of parents but 
there were not enough participants to be representative of all the Queensland parents who have 
made the decision to transfer. What meaning we can make of the survey findings is further 
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restricted by the inherent nature of the questionnaire and the limitations that were imposed by the 
items that were selected for inclusion. In spite of these restrictions on how the data can be used and 
interpreted, there was a consistency in a number of findings across the phases of the research which 
affords a level of confidence in these particular results. Although not able to be generalised, the 
findings offer rich insights into the research questions and contribute important knowledge about 
why parents decided to leave the regular school. 
It could be argued that my own views as a parent posed a limitation in that they framed the 
way the research was conceptualised, conducted and analysed. A researcher who was less invested 
in inclusive education may have sought and interpreted the data in different ways. It could also be 
argued, however, that my own understanding of the scenarios being investigated and my long term 
connection with parents going through this sort of decision-making added opportunities for a more 
authentic connection with the participants, a deeper investigation of the issues, and a richer 
perspective on the outcomes of the research. Do I want to be separate from the research question? Is 
it possible for any researcher to separate their own views from an inquiry into disability and 
inclusion? Inclusive education is intrinsically a values-based research area (Allan & Slee, 2008) and 
with the commitment to its progress set firmly as an agenda, I have intentionally added my own 
personal experiences to the findings in the hope that these enrich the conclusions drawn. In spite of 
the limitations outlined above, there are a number of important messages that can be taken from the 
study.  
Important Messages from the Research – The Contribution this Research Makes 
A common feature of the inclusive education literature is discussion about how difficult inclusive 
education has been to implement. Traditional special education approaches such as separate 
schooling for students with intellectual disability have lingered while education systems (such as 
the one in Queensland) try to transform themselves to meet inclusive education aims and guidelines. 
The persistence of special schools has puzzled advocates for inclusion (e.g., QPPD, 2011), and the 
continued exclusion and marginalisation of students with disability is troubling given the 
widespread adoption of inclusive education legislation and policy (Bourke, 2010). Researchers and 
academics have made considerable efforts to explain and address this vexing situation. This thesis 
joins the discussion and makes critical contributions to current understandings about the 
incongruence of special schools in an inclusive education system. These contributions include 
insights into why parents have chosen to turn their backs on regular schooling, and a deeper 
understanding of parental decision-making in this regard through the use of SRV theory. Parents 
have a critical role to play in moving inclusive education forward; understanding their decision to 
turn to special schools is an essential piece of the inclusive education puzzle. The use of SRV 
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perspectives has brought a fresh approach to this discussion and a rich exploration of the impact on 
decision-making when a child has an intellectual disability. Important messages from the research 
findings have been reported throughout the thesis, and the implications of these messages need to be 
discussed. Before moving onto the implications of the study for inclusive reform, however, the 
particularly critical lessons from this study will be reviewed: 
 This research found that approximately a third of parents in Queensland whose child was 
enrolled in a special school began the schooling journey with a preference for inclusive 
education. The important message from this finding is that a large number of Queensland 
families have tried regular schooling but found the experience to be unsuccessful. 
 The results of this study show that parents gave up their legal entitlement to enrol at a 
regular school when the quality of their children’s school life was at risk. It is clear that 
the protective drive of parents can be stronger than their commitment to regular 
schooling. Parents’ determination to move forward with inclusive education is hindered 
when educational hopes are not fulfilled, and by negative experiences in the regular 
school.  
 The child’s role as learner was found to be particularly critical to the decision to transfer 
to special school. Parents will override the desire for and commitment to inclusive 
education if children are not authentic learners. This research indicates that parents’ 
hopes for inclusive education are academic not just social, providing firm evidence for 
Ashby’s observation (2010) that the inclusive education movement has gone beyond 
social goals.  
 This research also found that children’s wellbeing was crucial to parents’ decision-
making and that wellbeing was strongly connected to school culture and learning. This 
finding challenges the notion of a “welcoming culture” versus “academic culture” 
dichotomy, and shows the interconnectedness that exists between welcome, learning, and 
wellbeing. 
 Professional views impacted on parental decision-making, including the decision to 
transfer to a special school. This finding is consistent with the literature on parent-
professional relationships (e.g., Bajwa‐Patel & Devecchi, 2014; Hodge & Runswick‐
Cole, 2008; Lalvani, 2015). The significance of this finding is that the professional 
“nudging” of parents towards particular enrolment choices masks parents’ true enrolment 
preferences. 
 SRV theory was helpful in unravelling the complexity of parental decision-making. SRV 
illuminated the tensions between unconscious mindsets which drew parents towards 
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segregation and the intuition that initially drew them towards typical settings (perhaps an 
instinct for the importance of valued roles?); the tensions that arose when families 
experienced wounding; the tension between entitlement to inclusive education and the 
devalued roles in regular schools; and the lack of awareness of devalued roles and their 
impact. SRV was a particularly useful for exposing and explaining the pervasiveness of 
devaluation.  Remaining vigilant to potential harm in the schooling system is a critical 
job of educators and advocates; this research has highlighted the value of SRV as a tool 
through which harm can be exposed. 
Implications for Inclusive Reform 
For Parents Seeking Inclusive Education  
To quote Runswick-Cole (2008), parents can be caught “between a rock and a hard place” when it 
comes to making school enrolment decisions for children with intellectual disability. They are not 
likely, it seems, to easily find a school that will “fit” (Bajwa‐Patel & Devecchi, 2014). Inclusive 
education is not just a matter of seeking enrolment in a regular school; it has long been known that 
physical presence does not automatically equate to inclusion. Nor is it enough to just be the “school 
mascot”; “to be liked is not enough when it comes to the question of the child’s education, welfare 
and esteem” (Rogers, 2007, p. 61). This research suggests that the role of learner is critical; parents 
would do well to advocate for and support such a valued role (along with other roles such as 
classmate, team member, friend etc.) in order to safeguard a more optimal experience of regular 
schooling.  
There is no easy solution to the difficulties parents experience when deciding whether or not 
to transfer to special school. Consciousness raising with regard to the impact of their child’s 
disability on their own beliefs and perceptions about schooling may be helpful. If the issue is one of 
professional pressure, and this research indicates that this is a likely scenario, then advocacy skills 
and knowledge of policy and legislation can be helpful in persisting with a regular school 
enrolment. If the issue is a negative mainstream experience and parents wish to persevere, SRV’s 
10 themes can provide guidance. For example, parents can protect their children from the impact of 
devalued roles by strategies such as building competence (e.g., extra tutoring), actively crafting 
relationships with peers (e.g., inviting children home), and intentionally nurturing multiple valued 
roles (e.g., music roles, sports roles, contributory roles). Parents can also be conscious and 
intentional about protecting themselves from wounding; for example, strengthening their own 
valued roles within the school community (e.g., school committee/board member). 
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For Educators Seeking to be Inclusive  
Parents cannot make inclusive education happen for their children. For this, they need teachers who 
are also committed to inclusive education. Along with extensive evidence in the literature, this 
research suggests that teachers do not necessarily know what that means, and that knowledge of 
inclusive policy and legislation does not stop teachers from devaluing and wounding children. This 
does not mean that teachers are necessarily unkind or uncaring or that they don’t do their best, but 
that their teaching practice is likely to be more inclusive if unconscious habitual perceptions about 
intellectual disability are exposed. Information about SRV and the dynamics of devaluation and 
wounding can be helpful in this regard. A key lesson from this research is the need for teachers to 
understand how their action/inaction valorises or devalues students, both for the impact on students 
directly, and for the role messages that teacher actions convey to parents (and others).  
Another clear implication for teachers is the importance of honouring parental authority in 
enrolment decisions. Certainly, assistance from professionals with information about policy, school 
options, school procedures etc. is essential for making an informed choice, but pressure from 
professionals has no place in enrolment decision-making. It can safely be assumed, given current 
educational legislation and policy, that regular schools will be the default position for children with 
intellectual disability (rather than the historic special school placement); this then must be the 
position of Queensland teaching staff.  
Assisting children to become authentic learners, friends, classmates etc. requires parents and 
educators to work together towards the same goals. The relationship between the school and the 
home is more likely to flourish when teachers have an awareness of both parents’ experiences, and 
their views about what is central for their children’s school life (both of which this research 
provides insights into). An important implication of this research is professional acceptance of 
parents’ authentic contribution to the partnership rather than viewing parents as passive recipients 
of teacher advice/views or as “part of the problem” (Macleod et al., 2013, p. 12). 
For Policy Makers Seeking to Implement Inclusive Education  
This research also provides important insights for policy makers. First, the findings indicate that 
parents are more likely to remain in regular schools if teachers are provided with professional 
development regarding teaching and learning for children with intellectual disability. If students are 
to be authentic learners in regular schools, their teachers need to be skilled and knowledgeable in 
evidence-based practice (see, for example, Courtade et al., 2012; Kleinert et al., 2015; Lyons & 
Cassebohm, 2012). Second, the financial commitment made to including students with intellectual 
disability in regular schools sends a message to parents about the status of their children and what is 
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valued in schools. The implication is that adequate resourcing is both a practical and a moral 
strategy for maintaining parents’ confidence in inclusive education. Adequate resources, however, 
are not enough (Boyle et al., 2011). A third implication of this research is the need for policy-
makers to consider the inconsistency of inclusive policy and segregated practice, including the issue 
of teacher/school attitudes and how best to shift deeply entrenched attachment to special, segregated 
schooling. Shifting attitudes is an area where SRV can make a substantial contribution; strategies 
for influencing perceptions of, and beliefs about, people with disability is foundational to the 
theory. School pilot projects based on the principles of SRV, for example, can provide the 
opportunity for educators and parents to see the impact of socially valued student roles and be 
influenced by what they see. 
For Future Inclusive Education Research  
This research has provided insights into the decision-making of parents who have chosen to leave 
the regular schooling system. While this is helpful for inclusive reform, it provides only one aspect 
of the decision-making scenario. For a fuller understanding of parental views in this regard, it is 
essential to know more from the parents who have decided to stay in the mainstream. Is it a matter 
of personal capacity and resourcing? Does networking with other parents, and/or links with 
advocacy groups make a difference? Perhaps there are school qualities that have an impact, such as 
features of the school community and/or relationships between parents and staff. Further research 
into this angle on parental decision-making would add to the findings of this, and other studies, and 
provide complementary information about parental perspectives on school enrolment. 
The relationship between education professionals and parents came out in this study as a 
particularly important topic with regard to parental decision-making. This adds support to other 
research findings regarding the power imbalance between teachers and parents. Given the critical 
nature of this schooling partnership in educational reform, further research in this area is essential. 
One possibility for this line of investigation is an exploration of the boundaries of parent/teacher 
responsibility in inclusive schools—what are the perspectives of each party? And would a protocol 
be helpful for when those boundaries cross or are blurred?  
Finally, the usefulness of an SRV perspective in an inclusive education context was 
demonstrated in this research. It is anticipated that the theory would be helpful in other areas of 
research regarding inclusive schooling for children with intellectual disability. For example, given 
its long and useful contribution to service design, SRV could prove to be a useful tool for a future 
investigation into the development and implementation of special education programmes in regular 
schools. 
  
168 
 
Concluding Remarks 
Here I am at the end of my task. Trying to make sense of parental views is a bit like trying to make 
sense of inclusion. It is slippery and elusive. I think of all the individual lives that are woven into 
these pages and feel moved by the stories that parents, in various ways, have shared. I am reminded 
of Nelly’s story and go back to read it again. It strikes me that, although Nelly is but one parent, so 
many different aspects of her story illustrate the experiences of others. I feel the frustration rise 
once again at the enormity of what Nelly had to face, and contemplate the difficulties that a desire 
for inclusive education poses for parents. I cannot help but feel a sense of disillusionment that 
families have to face these worries, and that so many have, in response, turned away from the 
promise of inclusive schooling. I don’t like accepting the conclusion that inclusion is not for 
everyone, as many have done when confronted by the disparity in parental views and experiences 
(e.g., Gasteiger-Klicpera et al., 2013; Jenkinson, 1998; Rogers, 2007); there is no doubt in my mind 
that inclusive education is for all, but given the difficult situations that parents can find themselves 
in when they opt for regular schooling, what are they to do? Most parents I know would not put 
their children on the line for a “vision”. Biklen (2015) was persuasive in his argument that 
inclusive education is not a matter of science; I feel this is particularly so for parents whose love 
and protective instincts will undoubtedly rise above education rhetoric.  
I am tempted to conclude with the assertion that inclusive education is now a given, and that 
decisions about regular or special schooling should not be something that is left to individuals. 
Given how fundamental the philosophy of inclusion is to our current educational legislation and 
policies, and indeed to broader societal goals of social inclusion for people with disability, isn’t this 
an issue that is much bigger than the right to individual choice? Our legislation does not allow 
parents to decide whether or not their children go to school. Neither does it allow them much 
leeway with the curriculum presented to their children. As a society, we make a decision on what 
we think benefits children and legislate for that. Hasn’t deliberation about inclusive education led 
to a similar legislative conclusion? Is parental choice, in spite of the love and protection that lies 
deep at its core, more important than children’s basic right to be included? 
But perhaps I am missing the point. It is clear from this and other research that, mostly, 
parents do not “choose” to segregate their children. Overwhelmingly, the evidence shows that most 
parents see the benefits of regular schooling and what inclusive education has to offer, even when 
they decide not to go down that path (de Boer et al., 2010; Elkins et al., 2003; Hotulainen & 
Takala, 2014; Jenkinson, 1998; Runswick-Cole, 2008). In spite of the assertion that special schools 
are maintained so that parents can choose, I have been convinced by what parents have told me in 
this study that this is a false claim; when parents turned away from regular schools, this was not 
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simply a matter of “choice”.  This was a difficult, emotional decision that was made by individuals 
who were stressed, dissatisfied with the education that their children were receiving, and in some 
cases, subject to external pressure.  
Unfortunately (or fortunately, depending on your point of view), there was a readily available 
“answer” to the muck and the mess that parents experienced when they sought to have their 
children included in regular schools. A “clean”, “neat” solution was at their fingertips, or at least 
it might have seemed that way. Special schools were available—a tried and true systemic response 
to the difficulties presented by intellectual diversity. Sensible. Logical. Obvious. Problem solved. 
Issue resolved. Or was it? For Nelly and Josh, special school did not live up to its promise, and 
while it may have relieved the tensions of the regular school enrolment, it brought challenges of its 
own. For other parents in this study, although the option of special school seemed to offer 
hopefulness and/or reprieve from the stress of the mainstream, it also complicated their decision-
making, and came with a sense of loss. For the educational community at large, although special 
schools have offered a “tidy”, familiar means with which to educate students with intellectual 
disability, they have also absolved educators in regular schools from their legislative 
responsibilities to the children involved, and complicate efforts to progress inclusion. 
I have no regrets about persisting with regular schooling. In spite of my own convictions, 
however, and the extensive body of evidence regarding the damage that special schooling does to 
students, this thesis has reminded me of how difficult and painful inclusion was to pursue. I find that 
I am deeply uncomfortable about making a final judgment on the issue of parental choice and 
special schooling, and must hold to both my own belief in inclusion and to the rights and reasoning 
of other parents at the same time. The tensions there will have to remain. What I can do is offer this 
thesis as a window into the experience of deciding on a transfer to special school and what families 
lived through in the lead up to that decision; readers will have to decide for themselves whether 
these parents should have had the option of special schooling or not. What I will also do is go one 
step further than Slee (2011) who questioned “choice” as a justification for placement in 
segregated special education. Not only is parental choice not a sufficient or accurate justification 
for special schooling, the assertion that it is, I would suggest, is a ruse (albeit, perhaps, an 
unconscious one) through which the system avoids its responsibility to provide a viable alternative. 
In the current policy and legislative climate, although it is hugely complex to resolve the task of 
implementing inclusive schooling, it is also becoming more and more difficult to openly admit that 
children with intellectual disability are better off in segregated schools. How much easier to, 
instead, “shelter [oneself] in the detoxifications of ‘parental choice’” (Race, 1999b, p. 122).   
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Appendix A – SRV List of Wounds 
 
From Wolfensberger (1998, pp. 12-21) 
1. Bodily impairment 
2. Functional impairment 
3. Relegated to low social status 
4. Systematically rejected 
5. Cast into devalued roles e.g.: 
a. As other 
b. Sub-human or non-human 
c. Menace 
d. Sinners 
e. Trivium 
f. Objects of pity 
g. Burden of charity 
h. Child role 
i. Sick role 
j. Death related roles 
6. Systematically and relentlessly juxtaposed to negative images 
7. Scapegoats 
8. Distantiation 
9. Loss of control over one’s life 
10. Discontinuity with physical places  
11. Social and relationship discontinuities 
12. Natural relationships withdrawn/lost and replaced by paid relationships 
13. Deindividualisation 
14. Material poverty 
15. Impoverishment of experience 
16. Cut off from spiritual life 
17. Life wasting 
18. Brutalisation 
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Appendix B1 - Ethical Clearance Focus Groups 
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Appendix B2 - Ethical Clearance Narrative 
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Appendix B3 - Ethical Clearance Questionnaire 
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Appendix B4 - Ethical Clearance Questionnaire (DETE) 
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Appendix C1 – Focus Group Script 
 
Welcome 
Hello and welcome. Thank-you for coming along today. My name is Glenys Mann and I am a 
student at the University of Queensland. Assisting me is XXXX who will be taking notes 
(particularly to keep track of who is speaking). 
Overview of the topic 
I am interested in hearing from you today about 2 topics … firstly, what you think is an optimal 
school life for your children … and when I say “optimal” I want you to aim high. Feel free to 
imagine the best that being at school could be, and try not be constrained by what feels like the 
“reality” of school life to you now.   
Our second topic will be how you went about choosing a school for your children.  Parents have 
different views about school and choose schools for a variety of reasons.  I am hoping that the 
information gathered during this study will help our understanding of parental decision-making 
regarding school choice. 
You were invited today because you are parents and because you have children in a primary 
school. I want to tap into your views about school life and your experience of choosing this school. 
Ground Rules 
There are no right or wrong answers.  I expect that you will have different views and experiences.  
Please … feel free to share your point of view even if it differs from what others have said. 
I am recording the session because I don’t want to miss any of your comments. I assure you that 
your comments are confidential and that I will not include your names in any reports.  
I have asked that you also respect that confidentiality and not share information outside of this 
group, and that you sign a consent form which indicates your agreement to this. I will check at this 
point that I have everyone’s signed consent form.  Thank-you.  
I would like to remind you that your participation today is voluntary and that you can withdraw at 
any time. If you decide to withdraw once we start, your comments will not be included in the final 
report.  
I will also check now that you have filled in your contact details. I need these to send you a 
copy of the issues that I come out of today’s discussion so that you can check that I have accurately 
captured your thoughts and experiences. You can also indicate on the contact form if you would 
like a copy of the final report. I will only keep your contact details as long as necessary.  
You will have noticed that you have name tents in front of you today. They help me remember 
names but they also can help you.  Don’t feel like you have to respond to me all of the time. If you 
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want to follow up on something that someone has said (agree, disagree, give an example), please 
feel free to do that.  Feel free to have a conversation with one another about the questions I ask.  
My role here today is to ask questions, listen, and to make sure everyone has a chance to share. I 
am interested in hearing from each of you. So if you’re talking a lot, I hope you will understand 
that I may ask you to give others a chance. And also if you aren’t saying much I may call on you. I 
just want to make sure that all of you have a chance to share your ideas.   
Finally, if you have a mobile can you please put it on silent and if you need to answer, please step 
outside to do that. 
Let’s begin. Let’s find out more about each other by going around the table one time.  
 
Stage 1 
Introductory question (15 minutes)  
Now that we have introduced ourselves, let’s start on our first topic, and that is, what you see is an 
optimal school life for your child. To help us focus on that, we will start with a drawing activity.  
Here are some paper and pens. You do not have to be good at drawing…it is what you are thinking 
as you draw that I am interested in. 
Please start by drawing your child in the middle of the page. 
Now, leave that for a minute and just reflect. Imagine a day when your child is having a really great 
experience of school; an optimal school day. Think about how old your child is when this 
wonderful day happens; this could be a day from the past/or could be one that you anticipate will 
happen in the future. 
Tell me…what age did you think of? What association did you make between that age and an 
optimal day? 
Now, let’s add to your picture. Who is with your child? Draw them in. 
Now tell me about them…who did you think of? What was the connection with an optimal 
day? 
Let’s go back to your drawing…What is everyone doing? 
Tell me about what you imagined and drew… 
Next, the ideal teacher is there too. If you have not already done so, draw that teacher in your 
picture. The teacher has something in his/her hand for your child. Draw it in. What is it? The 
teacher is saying something to your child. What is s/he saying? Finally, the teacher leaves you with 
a message that you really need to hear; that confirms your feeling that this is a great day. What is 
that message?  
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Key questions (30 minutes) 
We have made a good start. I am keen to hear more about your vision of an optimal school life.   
 What does that term mean to you? (10 minutes) 
Probe questions  
What is it about their time at school that is important for children? 
What are your hopes for your children while they are at school? 
 I would like us to try to define the things that we want for our kids as part of their school life. 
We assume that school is a good thing; it is compulsory and an integral part of children’s lives. 
But for school life to be a good thing, what needs to be part of it? Think about the “good 
things” that you would like to see your child experience at school; that make up an optimal 
school life? Write a list on the back of your picture.  Tell everyone what you have written and a 
little about why you wrote it. (10 minutes) 
 A school can have optimal qualities, and yet, children do not necessarily have a good school life 
(for example, in our own lives, money has the potential to lead to a good life, but we know that 
those who are very rich do not necessarily have a good life). Think back to a time when school 
life did not go well for your child. Tell me about that. 
Maybe, depending on time, do you think your child is having an optimal school life now? Are 
any of the good things that we spoke about before missing? (10 minutes) 
 When school isn’t going so well for your child, what is that like for you as a parent? What do 
you find yourself doing?  Feeling?   
 How would it be different for you, if school life was the way we imagined it before?  What 
would you be doing that is different? Imagine your children having that optimal school life. 
What are you, as a parent doing? How are you feeling?  What is this like for you? 
Maybe sentence completion… “If school were optimal for my child, I would feel…” 
 Do you think an optimal school life is different in different circumstances?  For example is it 
different for a child with a disability? Tell me more about that… 
 
Closing questions (10 minutes) 
Is there anything else you would like to say that hasn’t been covered or asked yet?  
To sum up what we have been speaking about so far, what would be for you the three most 
important aspects of a good school life? 
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Stage 2 
Introductory/transition question 
We have been talking earlier about an optimal school life.   
When you decided on a school for your child, how much was that decision influenced by your 
concerns for your child’s life? And how much was it influenced by other concerns? Between these 
two extremes where would you put yourself? (On flip chart) as a group only.  
Tell me more about the different factors you considered when you were choosing a school?  
Key questions 
We are going to talk more now about what it was like making the decision about which school to 
send your children to. (Hand out pages with continuums on) 
 Think about how much freedom you felt you had in choosing a school. On this line between 
freedom to choose and having no control at all, where would you put yourself?  
(Do individually, then on the flipchart while saying why they would go there) 
Tell me more about that. What were the things outside of your control? (e.g., public/private; 
same sex; child’s view in secondary). Who/what exerted the control? 
 In your decision making about school, where would you put yourself between wanting the 
liberty or freedom to choose a school and wanting direction from others about which school to 
go to? Did you want direction from others? OR did you want the liberty to be able to decide for 
yourself? 
Tell me more about that. Who did you want direction from? What sort of direction were you 
after? Are there some areas in which your own liberty to choose was more important to you and 
others that direction was more important? 
 How rational was your decision-making process? Did you weigh up the pros and cons of 
different schools in a logical way OR was your decision an emotional one? 
 Tell me more about that. What were the emotions that came up in your decision-making? What 
were the sorts of things you weighed up? What did you see as the benefits of the school you 
chose?  Were there any costs?  Did you give up anything by choosing the school? Look back at 
your list from the first session - the “good things” of school life. 
 Do you think choosing a school is different when a child has a disability?   
Tell me more about that… 
 (If applicable) I’d be interested to know about your choice of a regular/special school. 
Closing questions 
Is there anything about the topic of choosing schools that we haven’t covered or that you would like 
to add? To sum up, what were the three main factors in your choice of school?  
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Appendix C2 – Narrative Conversation Guide 
 
This is about your story as a parent making the decisions about school. What happens to your child 
is very relevant in how this influences your decision making. Your stories, of course, are very 
interwoven. 
Session 1 
 
a. INTRODUCTION: TIMELINE (to get an overview of the order of events) 
 What year did X start school? 
 What year did X start at special school? 
 When did the idea of a move to special school come up? 
 When was the decision finalized? 
 So there have been two schooling decisions. Let’s think back to the first one. 
Please mark in the significant events leading up to your first decision. (What 
happened in those years that influenced that decision?) 
 Please mark in the significant events leading to the second decision. (What 
happened during those years that influenced your second decision?) 
 
b. We are going to talk firstly about the years prior to the start of school and leading up to 
the first decision. 
 Tell me a little about the early years… 
 Where did your son go to kindy/preschool/childcare? 
 What happened in those years leading up to school that you think influenced 
your decisions about schooling? (Anything that you think was relevant to your 
later decision to move to special?) 
 Who played an important role at this time? Who influenced your decision? 
(Other family members? Education staff? Other professionals? Other parents? 
Others?) 
 Were there any particular issues that occurred at this time? Any problems that 
arose? That influenced your decision making… 
 Any actions you took at this time that were relevant to your decision-making? 
That had an influence on your decision? 
 Anything else that you want to say about those early years before school? 
 
Notes 
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Session 2 (begin with recap of timeline – summary from last meeting) 
 
c. We are going to talk today about the years in regular school and leading up to the 
second decision 
 Tell me a little about the years in the regular school…What are the things you 
remember about those times? 
 Tell me about the school your son went to. What was it like? 
 What happened in those years that you think influenced your decision to transfer 
to special school? What were significant events regarding the decision to leave 
regular school? 
 Who played an important role at this time? Who influenced your decision? 
(Other family members? Education staff? Other professionals? Other parents? 
Your child? Others?) 
 Were there any particular issues that occurred at this time? Any problems that 
arose? That influenced your decision making… 
 Any actions you took at this time that were relevant to your decision-making? 
That had an influence on your decision? 
 How was the regular school NOT providing an optimal school life? 
 What were you looking for/hoping for in the move to special school? How would 
this be more optimal? 
 Anything else that you want to say about the years in the regular school? 
 
Session 3 
d. Tell me about your experiences in special school.  
 Significant events?  
 Significant people? 
 Significant issues? 
 Significant actions? 
 
e. Anything else you want to tell me about school? Your decisions? 
 How do you feel about your decision now? The decision to go to regular 
school early on? 
 The decision to move to special? 
 
f. What now? Have either of these decisions the potential to influence the future? For you? 
For your son? 
 
g. What do you think the major points of tensions have been?  Have these been resolved? 
How? 
 
 
Notes 
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Appendix C3 – DePaRTSS Questionnaire 
 
 
 
 
 
 
School of Education 
CRICOS PROVIDER NUMBER 00025B 
 
Parents’ decision to transfer their children from regular to special schools: A 
survey 
Is your child currently enrolled in a Queensland special school (either full-time or part-time)? 
Was your child enrolled full-time in a regular school before they went to a special school? 
 
If you answered "yes" to both of these questions, we would like to invite you to take part in the 
following survey. 
 
We are trying to find out what it was like for parents when they decided to transfer their child with a 
disability from full-time enrolment in a regular school to enrolment in a special school (either full-
time or part-time). Parents play a key role in their children’s education and their views about 
schooling are important. The information from this survey will help us to understand how parents 
make decisions about schools when their children have a disability. 
 
Please fill in your responses and return the survey by the 31
st 
May using the reply paid envelope.  
 
We anticipate that the survey will take approximately 30 minutes to complete. If you would prefer to 
answer the survey questions via phone, please contact Glenys Mann (contact details below). 
 
Your participation in this study is anonymous and voluntary, and you can withdraw at any time. By 
completing the survey you are indicating your agreement to be part of the research. 
 
This study is being undertaken by Glenys Mann who is a doctoral student with The University of 
Queensland. Associate Professors Monica Cuskelly and Karen Moni are supervising. The research 
has been cleared in accordance with the university's ethical review guidelines and processes. These 
guidelines are endorsed by the university’s principal human ethics committee, the Human 
Experimentation Ethical Review Committee and registered with the Australian Health Ethics 
Committee as complying with the National Statement. 
 
If you would like to discuss your participation in this study please contact Glenys at any time 
g.mann1@uq.edu.au (3365 7383) or Monica (3365 6481) or Karen (3365 6872). If you would like 
to speak to an officer of the University not involved in the study, you may contact the School Ethics 
Officer on 3365 6502. 
Thank you. 
 
 
Physical Address 
 
Level 4, Social Sciences Building (24) 
The University of Queensland 
St Lucia QLD 
 
Postal Address 
 
The School of Education 
The University of Queensland 
Brisbane QLD 4072 Australia 
 
 
T  + 61 7 3365 6550 
 
F  + 61 7 3365 7199 
 
 
E education@uq.edu.au 
W www.uq.edu.au/education ABN 63 
942 912 684 
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Section 1 - Background Information 
What is your postcode? 
How would you describe your location? (Please tick) 
□ City 
□ Regional town 
□ Rural 
□ Remote 
 
What is your relationship to the child? 
□ Mother 
□ Father 
□ Other (please specify)     
 
What is your highest level of education? 
□ Year 10 
□ Year 12 
□ Trade/certificate 
□ Undergraduate degree 
□ Postgraduate degree 
 
Which of the following best describes your work arrangements? 
□ At home 
□ Part-time 
□ Full-time 
 
Which of the following best describes your child’s disability? Please tick all that apply: 
□ Intellectual impairment 
□ Hearing Impairment 
□ Vision impairment 
□ Physical impairment 
□ Speech/language impairment 
□ ASD 
□ Other (Please explain)    
 
What grade was your child in when he/she was last enrolled in a regular school?    
How old was your child when he/she first started at a special school (full-time or part-
time)? _____________ How old is your child now?    
Is your child now enrolled in special school (please tick): 
□ Full-time? 
□ Part-time? 
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Section 2 – The Regular School 
This section is about the time that your child was enrolled full-time in the regular school. 
The questions in this section will help us to understand what regular school was like for 
you and your child. 
2.1 Initial enrolment in a regular school 
Please think back to when you enrolled your child in a regular school. What were you 
hoping for? Read the following statements and indicate the extent to which you agree with 
each statement. 
 
 Strongly 
agree 
Agree Somewhat 
agree 
Somewhat 
disagree 
Disagree Strongly 
disagree 
I wanted my child to go to 
the local school. 
      
I wanted my child to go the 
closest school. 
      
I wanted my child to go to 
school with brothers/sisters. 
      
I believe/believed in inclusive 
education. 
      
I wanted my child to go to 
school with regular children. 
      
I thought my child would learn 
more in a regular school. 
      
When I first thought about 
schooling, I didn’t want to send 
my child to a special school. 
      
 
Other? Please explain:    
 
2.2 Experiences in the regular school 
Please think back to when your child was enrolled full-time in the regular school. What 
was that like? Read the following statements and indicate the extent to which you agree 
with each statement. 
 
 Strongly 
agree 
Agree Somewhat 
agree 
Somewhat 
disagree 
Disagree Strongly 
disagree 
My child was generally 
happy at the regular 
school. 
      
My child was welcome there.       
My child spent most of 
his/her time in the special 
education unit. 
      
My child spent more time in 
the unit as s/he got older. 
      
My child had friends.       
My child was often suspended.       
My child was learning.       
I felt that my child was safe.       
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(2.2 Experiences in the 
regular school continued) 
Strongly 
agree 
Agree Somewhat 
agree 
Somewhat 
disagree 
Disagree Strongly 
disagree 
My child was a valued 
member of the school. 
      
My child was well included.       
The classroom work was 
well suited to my child. 
      
My child was treated as an 
individual. 
      
My child was anxious 
about going to school. 
      
My child felt part 
of the school 
community. 
      
My child was well 
supported by the 
teaching staff. 
      
My child had the specialist 
teachers s/he needed. 
      
My child had the specialist 
resources s/he needed (e.g. 
equipment, learning 
materials, technical aids). 
      
My child had a good school 
life. 
      
 
Comments:    
 
2.3 How was your child’s time in the regular school for YOU? 
 
 Strongly 
agree 
Agree Somewhat 
agree 
Somewhat 
disagree 
Disagree Strongly 
disagree 
Regular school required a 
lot of input from me. 
      
I regularly had to collect my 
child before school had 
finished. 
      
I was very happy with the 
school. 
      
The time at regular school 
was stressful for me. 
      
I felt that my contribution 
as a parent was valued. 
      
I had peace of mind at 
the regular school. 
      
I was sorry that my 
child was in the regular 
school. 
      
 
Comments: 
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Section 3 - Moving from the regular school to the special school 
This section is about when you decided to move your child. These questions will help us to 
understand what making that decision was like for you. 
 
3.1 Leaving the regular school 
Please think about your decision to take your child out of full-time enrolment in the regular school. 
What were the reasons for that decision? 
NB Comments from the last section might apply but not be reasons for wanting your child to leave 
the regular school. 
Please read the following statements and indicate the extent to which you agree with each statement. 
 
 Strongly 
agree 
Agree Somewhat 
agree 
Somewhat 
disagree 
Disagree Strongly 
disagree 
Someone in authority told me it was 
best that my child leave the regular 
school. 
      
My child had no friends.       
My child was unhappy.       
The work was too hard for my child.       
My child was feeling unsuccessful at 
school. 
      
There was too little teacher aide 
support for my child. 
      
My child was missing out on learning 
academics. 
      
There weren’t opportunities for me to 
provide input. 
      
I felt that my child was not welcome.       
It was too stressful for my child.       
It was too stressful for me.       
My child was missing out on specialist 
teaching. 
      
My child was missing out on specialist 
resources. 
      
My child was being excluded.       
My child was missing out on learning 
life skills. 
      
I needed to provide too much input as a 
parent. 
      
 
Another reason? Please explain: 
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Did you make the decision to leave the regular school when it was time for your child to 
move from primary into secondary? If so, please also complete the following. 
 
 Strongly 
agree 
Agree Somewhat 
agree 
Somewhat 
disagree 
Disagree Strongly 
Disagree 
I thought it would be too hard for my 
child to make new friends in a regular 
secondary school. 
      
I thought my child would find a regular 
secondary school environment too hard 
to manage (e.g. timetables, teachers, 
moving around the school). 
      
I thought the academic content in a 
regular secondary school would be too 
hard for my child. 
      
I thought there would not be enough 
specialist support in a regular 
secondary school. 
      
 
3.2 Please look again at all the reasons for leaving the regular school 
Which one had the most influence on your decision to leave regular schooling? 
 
 
 
3.3 Enrolling in a special school 
Please think about changing schools. What were you particularly hoping for at the special 
school? 
NB Some of the statements below might apply but not be a particular reason for wanting your 
child to go to a special school. 
Please read the following statements and indicate the extent with which you agree with each 
statement. 
 
 Strongly 
agree 
Agree Somewhat 
agree 
Somewhat 
disagree 
Disagree Strongly 
disagree 
I wanted my child to have friends.       
I wanted my child to have more 
support from staff. 
      
I wanted my child to learn 
academically. 
      
I wanted my child to be happy.       
I wanted my child to be safe.       
I wanted my child to be welcome.       
I wanted my child to feel like s/he 
belonged. 
      
I wanted school work at my child’s 
level. 
      
I wanted my child to have specialist 
teachers. 
      
 209  
 
 
(3.3 Hopes for the special school 
continued) 
Strongly 
agree 
Agree Somewhat 
agree 
Somewhat 
disagree 
Disagree Strongly 
disagree 
I wanted my child to have specialist 
resources. 
      
I wanted my child’s strengths to be 
developed. 
      
I wanted my child to learn life skills.       
I wanted my child to have leadership 
opportunities. 
      
I wanted a school environment that 
my child could manage. 
      
 
Other? Please explain:    
 
3.4 How did you think the move to special school would be for YOU? 
 
 Strongly 
agree 
Agree Somewhat 
agree 
Somewhat 
disagree 
Disagree Strongly 
disagree 
I wanted less stress.       
I wanted peace of mind.       
I wanted a school that required less 
input from me. 
      
I wanted to feel welcome.       
 
3.5 Please look again at the hopes for special school listed above. 
Which one was the most important to you?     
 
3.6 The decision-making process 
Who first suggested that your child transfer to a special school?  Please tick one. 
 
You ___ 
Your partner  ___ 
Principal ___ 
Classroom teacher ___ 
HOSES (Head of Special Education Services) ___ 
Special education teacher ___ 
Guidance Officer ___ 
Family (not partner) ___ 
Friend ___ 
Other (Please explain) ___ 
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3.7 Please think about when you were making the decision to move your child to a special school. 
Read the following statements and indicate the extent with which you agree with each statement. 
 
 Strongly 
agree 
Agree Somewhat 
agree 
Somewhat 
disagree 
Disagree Strongly 
disagree 
I felt free to make my own decision.       
Advice from other parents was 
important to me. 
      
There were limited schools to choose 
from. 
      
It was important to me to make my 
own decision. 
      
Advice from experts was important to 
me. 
      
I felt like other people made the 
decision. 
      
I found the decision-making stressful.       
I found it difficult to find the 
information I needed. 
      
I wanted someone to tell me where 
my child should go to school. 
      
The decision was very emotional.       
The decision-making was easy.       
I weighed up the pros and cons in a 
rational way. 
      
I was told my child had to go to special 
school. 
      
I felt I had the control over the 
decision. 
      
I felt I was giving up some things about 
school that were important to me. 
      
 
Comments: 
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Section 4 - The special school 
This section is about your child's time in the special school. 
These questions will help us to understand what school is like now for you and your child. 
 
4.1 Please think about your child’s time in the special school. What is that like? 
Read the following statements and indicate the extent with which you agree with each statement. 
 
 Strongly 
agree 
Agree Somewhat 
agree 
Somewhat 
disagree 
Disagree Strongly 
disagree 
My child is generally happy at the 
special school. 
      
My child is welcome there.       
My child has friends.       
My child is often suspended.       
My child is learning.       
I feel that my child is safe.       
My child is a valued member of the 
school. 
      
The classroom work is well suited to 
my child. 
      
My child is treated as an individual.       
My child is anxious about going to 
school. 
      
My child feels part of the school 
community. 
      
My child is well supported by 
education staff. 
      
My child has the specialist teachers 
s/he needs. 
      
My child has the specialist resources 
s/he needs. 
      
My child has a good school life.       
 
Comments:     
 
4.2 How is the special school experience for YOU? 
 
 Strongly 
agree 
Agree Somewhat 
agree 
Somewhat 
disagree 
Disagree Strongly 
disagree 
The school requires too much input 
from me. 
      
I regularly have to collect my child 
before school is finished. 
      
I am very happy with the school.       
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(4.2 How is the special school for YOU 
continued) 
Strongly 
agree 
Agree Somewhat 
agree 
Somewhat 
disagree 
Disagree Strongly 
disagree 
My child being at special school is 
stressful for me. 
      
I feel that my contribution as a parent is 
valued. 
      
I have peace of mind at the special 
school. 
      
Transport to school is easier at the 
special school. 
      
I would prefer that my child was still in 
the regular school. 
      
Special school is easier for me than 
regular school. 
      
Being at special school feels like a 
compromise. 
      
 
Comments: 
 
 
 
4.3 Your feelings about schooling now. 
Please read the following statements and indicate the extent to which you agree with each 
statement. 
 
 Strongly 
agree 
Agree Somewhat 
agree 
Somewhat 
disagree 
Disagree Strongly 
disagree 
I believe in inclusive education.       
A regular school can provide an 
optimal school life. 
      
A special school can provide an 
optimal school life. 
      
My child has had an optimal school 
life. 
      
 
4.4 What would you say to other parents who are considering the move from regular to special 
school? 
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Conclusion 
Thank you for taking part in this research. Your views and experiences are very important. They 
will assist our understanding of parental decision-making when students have a disability. We hope 
that sharing your views has been a positive experience. If, however, thinking about your decision to 
transfer your child to special school has caused you any distress, the following list of parent support 
services may be helpful. 
 
Parentline 
Providing support, counselling and parent education  
1300 30 1300 
http://www.parentline.com.au/ 
 
Raising Children Network 
Information, services and support 
http://raisingchildren.net.au 
 
Triple P Positive Parenting Program 
3236 1212 
http://www.triplep-parenting.net/glo-en/home/ 
 
Parent to Parent 
Support for parents of children with disability  
5472 7072 
http://www.parent2parentqld.org.au/ 
 
Queensland Parents for People with a Disability 
Parent advocacy organisation 
0447 010 260 
http://qppd.org/ 
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Appendix D – Request to Advertise (DETE) 
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Appendix E - Notice to parents (DETE) 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Parents’ decision to transfer their children from regular to special schools: A survey 
 
Was your child originally enrolled full-time in a regular school? 
Is your child now enrolled (full-time or part-time) in a special school? 
If you answered “yes” to these two questions, researchers from The University of Queensland would love to 
hear from you. 
 
A study is now underway to look into parents’ decision to move their children from a regular to a special 
school. If your child has been enrolled full-time in a regular school before enrolment in his/her current special 
school setting (either full- or part-time), your views and experiences are important to this study. You are 
invited to share your views and experiences via a research survey.  
 
This survey is now available online and can be accessed through the UQ School of Education website. Go to 
http://www.uq.edu.au/education/ and to News and Events on the right-hand side. Click on the tab that says 
“Regular to special schools: Parent survey” and then on the “Take survey” button. If you would prefer, a hard 
copy can be mailed to you (with reply paid envelope) or may be available from your principal. You can also 
take the survey via phone if this would be more convenient.  
 
Please contact Glenys Mann at g.mann1@uq.edu.au or on 07 3365 7383 if you have questions or if you would 
like to arrange a hard copy or phone survey.  
Thank-you. 
 
Research team: Glenys Mann (PhD candidate); Associate Professors Monica Cuskelly (3365 6481) and Karen 
Moni (3365 6872), School of Education, The University of Queensland 
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